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To my sister Gill.


 


Not least for telling me to get on with this book.










The way of this mystery, the wonder of its process, is not justified by its endpoint. It wanders ahead in time and in space by no terribly linear path. Yet each step matters. The mystery draws us onward. We are always trying to figure it out; to discern our way; to gather clues, hints, and signs . . . Along the way we solve one problem after the next. But the content that concerns us here may pose a real enigma: when we think we have finally got it, have we already lost it?


 


 from On the Mystery


 Catherine Keller


 


 


The universe is not only stranger than we imagine, it is stranger than we can imagine.


 


 Albert Einstein










Introduction


In 1913 all the musk plants in the world stopped smelling. Here was a plant that was hugely popular, grown everywhere from country gardens to working-class windowsills, and entirely for the fragrance that was reflected in its name. And yet that fragrance had, suddenly and globally, gone. When I first heard the story, told me by an elderly man as we sat round his garden table in the Yorkshire Dales, I was understandably sceptical, even though he seemed to me old enough to have been there at the time. But he swore to the truth of his tale, though he could provide no explanation for it. In fact, it took only a little subsequent digging for me to substantiate the gist of what he had said. It was a plant that had once been the centre of a massive horticultural trade but it existed, in this country now, only as a sporadic wetland wild flower; and in all of my plant books the descriptions of its once vaunted fragrance were prefixed with the puzzling word ‘former’.


The juxtaposition of mystery and natural history was something I could not resist. Even as a child, brought up in a Christian fundamentalist household in south London, I had often escaped from the burden of didactic sermons and incomprehensible injunctions by wondering at the origin of the silky egg sacs that hung in a garden shed, the inexplicable comings and goings of green bottles on a park leaf, or the hunting habits of the wolf spiders that scuttered across our prefab path. As for the musk plant, I already knew it a little. I had encountered its prettily shaped butter-yellow flowers now and then, in a damp corner of a Suffolk campsite or alongside the River Kelvin in urban Glasgow, but this part of its story was new to me. It unlocked my inner Sherlock and I longed to don the metaphorical deerstalker and investigate. But then life intervened, as life often does, with work and children and even the washing up. I moved on to other things and it was only after many years, and prompted by another encounter with the plant in Glasgow, that I actually got round to some serious research. What I uncovered was a story involving some of the most significant scientific figures of the day. And a story, too, of bitter rifts in academic institutions, of eccentric theories and competing ideas, and of a cantankerous plant collector who had himself met a mysterious, and probably murderous, end.


But this is to race ahead and those intervening years had been serving a purpose of their own. Alerted by the mystery of the musk’s missing musk, I had begun to look out for other such enigmas, and what you are alert for almost always appears. I discounted stories such as the Loch Ness monster, the Beast of Bodmin and the Devonshire Black Dog, and any of those other hyper-curiosities that lurk in the imaginative shadows. What I was most interested in was the established accounts of everyday plants and animals that nonetheless contained an element of the unexpected and the so-far unexplained. And so I began to accumulate ‘natural mysteries’.


In 1972 the people of the Dorset town of Blandford Forum were afflicted in their hundreds by serious bites and lesions to their limbs, related to the sudden appearance of a mysterious black fly. When it happened again in 1988, stories appeared in the national press, questions were asked in parliament and rumours ran locally rife, among them the suggestion of nefarious activities in a nearby military camp. A locally brewed beer had even been named ‘The Black Fly’ in its honour. A much more long-running, and far more widespread story involved the appearances of an unexplained substance known as ‘star jelly’. Gelatinous globs, transparent, white or even purple, they could crop up anywhere, sometimes in a single lump, sometimes in quantity and over a wide area. Known about for hundreds of years, they had once been associated with meteorite showers. More recent explanations remained both divisive and doubtful and the substance had entered popular culture in a particularly sinister form. Also aspiring to the astral plane was the story of the tardigrade. This tiny but abundant creature, fondly and familiarly known as the ‘moss piglet’ or ‘water bear’, has the ability to survive the most extreme conditions, beyond any, in fact, to be found on our planet. It has fascinated writers of both science and science fiction and been championed by evolutionists and creationists alike. Could its strange qualities really be evidence, as some serious scientists had suggested, that its origin is extra-terrestrial?


Other stories lay much closer to my own front door. My local cemetery had a population of hedgehogs, probably the only surviving colony in the borough. I had read of the hedgehog’s strange habit of ‘self-anointing’, of regularly slavering itself and covering its spines with saliva. No satisfactory scientific explanation for this extraordinary behaviour has yet been supplied. Even closer to home were the stories I was hearing of a population of mosquitoes living an entirely subterranean life on the London Underground. Was it true, or was it an urban myth? And, if true, how on earth, or in this case beneath it, had they come to be there and by what evolutionary changes had they managed to survive?


The musk was not to be the only botanical entry in this growing portfolio. I learnt, for example, of something called the ‘great oak change’, a suggestion that sometime in the twentieth century this iconic tree had completely, and inexplicably, changed its approach to propagation. And then there was the yew, that dark and brooding tree whose very presence seemed to encapsulate mystery. What was the origin of its ancient association with the churchyard, where three quarters of all our oldest and largest specimens are to be found? The relationship has spawned speculation across centuries with competing theories including the biological, the historical and the downright mystical. At the other end of the scale was the tiny lichen, that seemingly simple life form that drapes itself in scaly bunches on woodland trees or spreads as dry crusts on city walls. One of the earliest forms of life on dry land, this apparently primitive ‘plant’ confused and divided generations of scientists who, in their differences over its identity, descended into vituperative debate and sometimes slander; perhaps not surprisingly so, for the question of whether a lichen is one organism or many turns out to have profound implications on the way we see the world as a whole.


Another group of stories seemed, in their substance, as much sociological as they were scientific. How, for example, had one of the most shameful episodes in British military history led to the arrival in this country of one of our commonest roadside plants? And what was the truth behind the reputed connection between Father Christmas and the fly agaric, that common and hallucinatory mushroom that populates both our woodlands and the pages of our children’s picture books? What, too, of the story of the bulrush? Sometime in the mid- nineteenth century the name had been stolen from one common waterside plant and applied, universally, and incorrectly, to another. It was an identity crisis apparently caused by its appearance in a popular Victorian painting, yet the true identity of the painting, and even of the painter, remains uncertain, varying according to the account you hear. It seemed another sort of riddle, and one worth unravelling. And on the question of identity, what of the problem of the Duke of Burgundy, or rather of the small brown butterfly that was inexplicably named after him? I have glimpsed it only occasionally, on the steep grassy slopes of Rodborough Common in Gloucestershire, or on the high downs behind Gilbert White’s house in Hampshire. Though originally bestowed with a variety of awkward appellations, such as ‘Mrs. Vernon’s Small Fritillary’, the consensus had gradually settled on the French Duke, yet not a single lepidopteran authority could find any reason, physical, historical or otherwise, for this connection with an obscure member of an overseas aristocracy. Here, surely, was another enigma demanding to be examined.


***


Such was my collection of ‘cases’, and what had started as a matter of mere curiosity was now beginning to stake a rather larger claim. On scruffy bits of paper and in dog-eared pocket notebooks, I was collecting ‘clues’, amassing notes and references and, as the process became increasingly unruly, trying to impose some order by organising them into files. To further aid my progress, I even ordered a crate of the specially brewed Black Fly ale, though half of it still sits unopened in my study. Perhaps the idea that all this might one day make up a book had always been at the back of my mind, though, in fact, a couple of others were to get in the way first. I thought of it as my ‘nature detective’s casebook’ though I kept that name to myself, nervous that it echoed too much of an earlier and more innocent era of ‘Walks in the Wildwood’, ‘Adventures with Nature’ or ‘301 Things a Bright Boy Can Do’. It was only after the publication of Ghost Trees that the time, and the opportunity, seemed finally to have arrived – much to the relief of those friends and family who had heard me interminably expound the idea.


It was not easy to reduce those collected files to a favoured and manageable few. I had already rejected, as beyond my remit, accounts of unexpected species said to survive in surprising spaces; the wallabies that had lived for so long on the Staffordshire Roaches, the freshwater jellyfish that flourished in a Sheffield canal, the stories of scorpions living and breeding in my own East End. They had each been set aside, even though I would have dearly liked the excuse to look for them all. Most of the more ‘sociological’ stories were the next to go. It was not that they were any the less interesting. My early training had been in sociology. It had changed the way I saw the world and even shaped my approach to natural history, and I owed it a great deal. But these stories seemed to belong to a slightly different genre and there was always the sneaking suspicion that one day they might make up a book of their own.


Personal experience played its part in determining my selection. It was one of my own children who had, as a schoolboy, first introduced me to tardigrades, whilst I had encountered the gelatinous star jelly on a family holiday. I had, too, long had a love affair with the colours of lichen, especially the orange, rust-brown, lemon-yellow and lime-green crusts encountered on gravestone, mountain or seaside rock. I had also an existing, if rather more ambivalent, relationship with the yew. I once made a radio programme on a subject we had called ‘susurrations’, the sounds made by the leaves of trees in the wind, and whether you could, as Thomas Hardy had suggested, use them to distinguish the different species. We had recorded the papery rustling of the oak tree, the more metallic murmuring of beech, the soft conversations of pine trees and the whispering sibilance of birch. We had ended by standing beneath, and virtually within, an ancient yew tree, and, here, instead of sound, we recorded silence; the deep, enwrapping silence of the yew, a tree that seems not so much to emit sound as to absorb it.


All these subjects, then, made it to the final cut. Beyond that I wanted to include, as far as possible, subjects that were accessible to all. Much of my previous work, whether walks or talks or writing, has been about the extraordinary in the everyday, about paying attention to the abundance that exists all about us and even in the most unpromising places; the pearlwort that grows in pavement cracks, the yellow heads of cat’s-ear in an uncut lawn or the spiders that spin their untidy webs across the dim lights of a pedestrian underpass. My choice, I hoped, would continue to respect that approach. The most startling ghost is the one that appears behind the kitchen door and it was not the exotic I was after; it was the mystery that is heightened precisely because it is embedded in the ordinary.


Set out in these chapters are my final six choices; the enigmas I set out to explore and the adventures they involved me in. I studied in the library of the London Natural History Museum under the continual, stony but, I hoped, benevolent gaze of the bust of Charles Darwin. I sat in the galleried halls of the Gladstone Library where all that great man’s own books are housed. I ranged rows of shelves at the Wellcome Collection, where the book I most needed always seemed to require the help of the tall library ladder or reduce me to my knees on the floor. The British Library became a second home, the extravagant height of its atrium somehow seeming to combine the atmosphere of a major railway terminus with that of a modern cathedral. I held handwritten pages from the journals of explorers in the chilled basement rooms of the Royal Horticultural Society and inspected sheets of dried specimens in the herbarium at Kew, where the high, metal-galleried halls seemed a fair copy of those in Pentonville Prison. It was the airy reading room of the adjacent Kew library that became one of my favourite resorts. I even bought myself a season ticket to the botanic gardens so that I could walk through them on my way to or from a day of study, or drop in for a lunch break to walk beneath the Indian horse chestnuts or hear a blackcap sing in the limes or watch a cherry blossom spring give way to a rose garden summer. Always refer to it in full as the ‘Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew’, the press office had insisted, and so here, I dutifully do.


Then Covid came, as it came to us all, and for months on end it put a stop to all this. The libraries and the galleries and the archives were closed and my reading and researches had to continue at home, entailing an extra expense in book purchases that my publisher’s advance has so far failed to take account of. It was nonetheless increasingly eclectic as I was led to both science and science fiction or ranged from medieval herbals to contemporary astrophysics, from metaphysical poetry to Elizabethan plays. Due to the new-found, and rather mixed, benefits of Zoom, I was able to continue conversations and interviews, including some with experts in fields that I hardly knew existed. It was nonetheless a wonderful release when I was able to resume the expeditions that had always been the happiest part of my researches; the stumbling about, often accompanied by friends or family, in woodland, hill and heath. In the Highlands of Scotland, at the head of its longest glen and in the shadow of the Schiehallion mountain, I visited Europe’s oldest tree. On the Hebridean island of Iona, I inspected lichen on the graves of kings, then travelled to the humbler island of Hayling, on England’s south coast, where I sought out the last remains of a one-time mosquito research institute. I walked the Hoo peninsula in Kent and the remote coastline of Dengie in Essex, scoured ancient woodland in search of rare lichen, visited the rock-hugging yews of Wakehurst and looked for star jelly sites near Neolithic monuments in Wiltshire. Exciting though these were, they were no more significant than the explorations made immediately beyond my own front door. On these ‘excursions for everyone’ I searched for surprising plants in my local park, walked surrounding streets surveying mosses, examined the lichen of pavements and walls, and scraped slime from the bark of city trees to take home and sieve for tardigrades.


Here then is my assembled ‘casebook’; the story of the missing fragrance of the musk and of the ancient and unsettling associations of the yew; of the unexplained appearances of star jelly and of the secret identity of lichen; of the uncertain origins of an underground mosquito and the possibly astral ones of the tardigrade. I had, I suspect, first set out on my investigations rather in the spirit of a character from an Agatha Christie book. Though my tastes in detective fiction run more to Michael Dibdin, Sara Paretsky and Tony Hillerman, for this work something more traditional had seemed appropriate. I saw myself adopting the manner of a Miss Marple or a Hercule Poirot, following up clues, visiting the scene of a crime and spotting what no one else had. I would amass information and interrogate facts. I would assemble competing theories like suspects in the drawing room, before swinging round to point the accusing finger. I would, in short, crack the case wide open. And then, as these pages will show, something different began to happen. I began to respect the mystery.










1


The Missing Musk
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It was ‘A World Mystery’; or so ran the headlines in the Daily News and Chronicle in September 1930. The event itself had happened some years earlier but, overshadowed by the outbreak of the First World War and the dreadful flu pandemic that followed, it had been largely overlooked. Now it was back in the news. In 1913 all the musk plants in the world had stopped smelling. ‘If I were asked to say what is the most mysterious thing that has happened in recent years,’ wrote the bemused reporter, ‘I think I should answer the simultaneous loss of scent by musk plants all over the world. It was as if by some far-reaching conscious process this charming little flower suddenly decided to deprive mankind of the pleasure of its fragrance.’


It was a fragrance that had once been so intrinsic to the character of the plant that it had given rise to both its English and its scientific names. It was Mimulus moschatus, the musk plant. And now, not only had it lost that fragrance, it had done so with amazing rapidity. Once it had resurfaced, the story continued to command attention. It was reported in newspapers, referred to in books, discussed in learned symposia and filled the correspondence columns of leading journals. And when it faded from public consciousness, as even the best stories will, it survived in folk memory and in oral tradition, a sort of rural ‘urban myth’.


That, at least, was how I came across it. I had been walking in the Yorkshire Dales and was invited into someone’s home for tea and biscuits. It adds a personal enigma to the story that I cannot now remember who that someone was, nor have subsequent enquiries been able to enlighten me. I have read autobiographies whose authors have the preternatural power to recall conversations that took place some thirty years previously, replicating them word for exact word. But I must settle for hazy recollections: a garden setting, the sun on flowers, a china teapot on a circular cast-iron table and an elderly gentleman who told me he had once been something senior, perhaps even Head Gardener, in an urban parks department somewhere. And then this pronouncement: that in 1913, all the musk plants in the world had stopped smelling.


Since he had once been something senior somewhere, and moreover had a beard, I had no reason to doubt his authority. Nonetheless, I checked the story as soon as I got home, taking out my copy of the Reverend W. Keble Martin’s Concise British Flora, a book that had been my companion on almost every country outing since I was eighteen. Keble Martin was perhaps the last representative of the great English tradition of parson naturalists and his book contains over a hundred plates, packed with his own hand-painted illustrations. There, amongst the accompanying descriptions, was mention of the musk, and the words ‘formerly fragrant’.


Laying aside the doubtful usefulness of this phrase in a book that was devoted to identification, I turned to the book next to it on the shelf, Clapham, Tutin and Warburg’s Flora of the British Isles. This was a weightier and more earnest tome. Where Keble Martin had been a friend amongst botanical books, this one was more of a father figure. Its 1,591 pages did not descend to the frivolity of illustration, unless they were detailed line drawings demonstrating differences in an obscure point of identification. CTW, as it was generally known, was the botanical bible of its day, and not just the bible but its Authorised Version. Here, on page 871, was my plant and, at the end of its scientific description, the words, ‘Formerly much cultivated for the musky scent of all parts of the plant. All the plants in this country today, however, appear to be scentless.’


Here then, from my own bookshelves, was validation, at least in part, of what I had heard in that Yorkshire garden. I determined there and then to investigate. Life, however, has a habit of interfering with intention, and, apart from a few early phone calls, it was a full thirty years before I got round to it. But stumbling across the plant during a walk in Glasgow one summer’s evening, all the questions I had asked came back to me. What was the story behind the musk and why had it lost its scent so suddenly? Why had the pre-apocalyptic year of 1913 been singled out for this occurrence? What had the plant once smelt like? And from where had it first come? It was with this last question that I decided to begin. It proved to be a detail that was significant in unravelling the rest of the story; and one that would turn up an unexpected mystery of its own.


***


In 1824 the plant collector David Douglas began travelling in the remote and rugged regions of north-west America. It was a land of high mountains and large forests, of stony passes, deep ravines and rocky torrents. In the three years he spent there he coped with the constant presence of bears, with hunger and cold, with the occasional hostility of the native peoples, with icy winds and with freezing rivers which he several times had to swim. The domestic connotations of the contemporary garden, the shrub beds and the bedding displays, the neatly mown lawns, the Sunday afternoons with Gardeners’ Question Time, make it hard to imagine the courage of the early plant collectors, and the privations they put themselves through in order to populate our suburban plots.


Douglas alone was responsible for introducing 254 plants to this country. They included species of lupin, delphinium, honeysuckle, hyacinth, berberis, antirrhinum, evening primrose, potentilla and phlox. The shrub Garrya elliptica, with its long, drooping, silver-grey spring catkins, that so resemble the tassels on some ornate cushion or curtain, is one of his plants. So, too, is the flowering currant with its leafy summer fragrance, the now ubiquitous snowberry, with its globular white berries borne long after the leaves have fallen from the bush, and the yellow-stemmed dogwood with its startlingly bright winter twigs. Recently, at the end of a christening, I was, along with all the other guests, handed a packet of seeds. They were another of his introductions: baby blue-eyes, or Nemophila, whose beautiful deep-blue flowers fade to a pure white centre. More significant, however, than all these flowers and shrubs were the trees. Among them were six new species of conifer that changed the face of British forestry. They included the Douglas fir that bears his name, as well as the Sitka spruce, now the most widely planted forest tree in the country. Almost overlooked among all this, he collected and brought back with him the seeds of Mimulus moschatus.


Douglas was born in 1799 in the small town of Scone in Perthshire. One of six sons of a stone mason, he was registered at the parish school at Kinnoull. He seems rarely to have attended, preferring instead to roam in the surrounding countryside, fishing or hunting for birds’ eggs. At the age of eleven he was apprenticed to the Head Gardener at Scone Palace, seat of the Earl of Mansfield, and later went on to work as an undergardener on the Valleyfield estate near Culross. It was, however, his move to the Glasgow Botanic Gardens in 1820 that determined the future course of his life. Here he met William Hooker, then Regis Professor of Botany at the University, and one of the greatest scientific minds of his day. The two formed a friendship that was unlikely, given their difference in social standing, and Douglas became a ‘favourite companion’ on Hooker’s botanical excursions into the Highlands, excursions on which they would sometimes walk as many as thirty miles in a day.


Hooker was later to write, in an appreciation of Douglas, that his ‘great activity, undaunted courage, singular abstemiousness and energetic zeal, at once pointed him out as an individual eminently calculated to do himself credit as a scientific traveller’. It was no doubt these virtues that led Hooker to introduce him to friends at the Horticultural Society of London, the forerunner of the modern Royal Horticultural Society, and through this to his first foreign trip. It was intended that he would go to China but this was cancelled when diplomatic relations suffered a breakdown, and he set off instead on a four-month trip to the north-western states of what is now the USA and British Columbia.


Such collecting trips were, in a more or less conscious way, part of the great imperial project, opening up the world to Western science and exploring and exploiting its natural resources for domestic use. But this was probably far from the mind of Douglas when he set out on his second and much longer trip in 1824, returning to north-west America and using a base on the Columbia River to explore the then independent states of Washington and Oregon. By the end of 1825 he had covered 2,105 miles on horseback or on foot. In 1826 he added another 3,932 miles and, by the autumn of October 1827, had completed the incredible feat of walking all the way to Hudson’s Bay on the opposite, east coast of the continent. It was from here that he returned to Portsmouth on 15 September, having, as he put it, ‘enjoyed a most gratifying trip’.


Douglas kept diligent field notes during the day and, somehow overcoming the exhaustion of each day’s exertions, wrote them up in a journal in camp in the evening. Learning that they still existed and were housed in the collections of the Royal Horticultural Society, I determined to see them. So it was that one hot July afternoon I made my way to their headquarters in Vincent Square, one of the largest London squares set between fashionable Pimlico and the more downmarket bustle of Victoria Station. It is a building of suitable gravitas for a royal institution, though the severity of its red-brick frontage is leavened by parallel bands of white stone, rows of stone-framed windows and a rather jaunty gabled roof. Entering through its imposing portico I was directed to the Lindley Library, occupying one of the ground-floor wings. Here, beneath the severe countenances of past RHS presidents, I was introduced to the archivist. She was not severe at all and led me downstairs to a large room where controlled temperatures kept conditions at a level just below comfortable – ‘bring a pullover’, I had been advised when ringing to make the appointment.


The journals, in four volumes, were brought out on a trolley and lifted with reverence onto cushions on the table. I had hopes of being given a pair of delicate white gloves with which to examine them but, in this, I was disappointed. The volumes were in varying condition, but all were beautifully bound in boards marked with a shell pattern, blue-veined on a base of red and brown. The script was in a fine sloping hand in a black ink that was, in most places, fading to brown. Having opened a page at random, the very first line I encountered read, ‘No sleep until completely worn out with fatigue’. It was not always easy to decipher the script and in some places there were signs of haste with frequent crossings out and underlinings. The reverse of some pages were written on, upside down, as though he had come back later to find extra space, while some volumes had additional pages pasted in at the back.


Hoping to pinpoint the moment when Douglas had collected the musk, I ploughed through them with the help of a later typed transcript. On 4 August 1826 he had been thrown from his horse while crossing a river and immediately after that, in an entry spanning the next two days, I found a possible candidate. ‘In addition to a good many seeds,’ he had written, ‘collected the following plants on my journey: Mimulus sp.; annual, leaves alternate, nearly sessile, slightly dentate, stem pubescent, flowers small, yellow: on moist rocks and mountainous grounds’. It is a description that fits closely to Mimulus moschatus except for the reference to the plant being ‘annual’. Moschatus, like all the other species of Mimulus, is a perennial, but it is a short-lived one; a low scrabbling plant that soon dies back leaving behind just its dried seedheads. The misattribution, I thought, was understandable. Even though he had collected a total of five different species of Mimulus on this one trip I was fairly confident that 5 August 1826 was the day he had first come across, and collected, the seeds of the musk. What he had not mentioned anywhere in his journals, however, was that it had a fragrance. It was an omission that was later to prove significant.


The journals were not the only documents I was handed that afternoon. Carefully wrapped in crepe paper, another set of notes was brought out from the archives. They were handwritten on roughly cut sheets, bound into loose bundles and fixed with ribbons and pins. In the same neat, leaning hand, but this time with fewer corrections, these were more detailed notes on the plants he had collected, written up by Douglas in the two years following his return. There, among them, was what had now been named Mimulus moschatus with its Latin description: ‘Caula repente, foliisque glandulosa-villosis . . .’ And after this, in English, a note on where it had been found: ‘On the margins of grassy springs’, ending with the words, ‘when trod on emits a powerful odour of musk’. The words seemed to establish what the journals had failed to: that the musk introduced to Europe by David Douglas was indeed fragrant. The story of the loss of that fragrance was still to come. The story of David Douglas, meanwhile, was moving on to its own mysterious conclusion.


***


A transcript of the Douglas journals, produced by the Horticultural Society a few years after his return, contains as its frontispiece one of the very few pictures we have of him. It is a pencil drawing ‘by his niece Miss Atkinson’ and shows a clean-shaven and rather good-looking young man in a high-collared coat, his lips full and slightly curled, his hair curly, his expression pleasant. But Douglas was not always an easy man. He could be impatient and ill-tempered, often falling out with even his friends and patrons. On his return to Britain, bearing his journals, his seeds, his specimens and his stories, he had been met with a hero’s welcome. For a time he was lionised, but he soon tired of these attentions. As Hooker put it, with his usual forthrightness, his irritability was such that ‘his best friends could not but wish, as he did, that he were again occupied in the honourable task of exploring North-west America’. Which is what he very soon set out to do.


In 1831 he began his third and final trip, travelling back to the north-west states where he spent another three years collecting, surviving another series of adventures which included capsizing his canoe and nearly drowning whilst navigating rapids on the Fraser River. He began his journey home via Hawaii, then known as the Sandwich Islands, which he had also visited on his outward trip. Among his many accomplishments Douglas was one of the earliest mountaineers and within a single month he had climbed the island’s three highest peaks, reaching the summit of the 13,679 ft Mount Loa, on 2 January 1834. In May of the same year he wrote his final letter to Hooker: ‘May God grant me a safe return to England I cannot but indulge the pleasing hope of being able, in person, to thank you for the signal kindness you have shown me . . .’ But he was to see neither Hooker nor England again.


In July, following a delay in the arrival of his boat, he began traversing Hawaii on foot. He was accompanied by ‘John’, a servant lent to him by one of the missionary families on the island, and by Billy, his small Scottish terrier. Setting out early on the morning of the 12th, he stopped at the hut of Edward Gurney for breakfast. Gurney, generally known as ‘Ned’, was an ex-convict, an escapee some said, from the penal colony at Botany Bay, who now made a living trapping wild cattle. The technique was to dig pits on the bullock trails and cover them with foliage and branches. The cattle that fell into them would then be shot. According to Gurney’s testimony, he urged Douglas to await the arrival of local guides but when he proved impatient to get going, Gurney himself accompanied him for a mile or so along the trail, pointing out the location of the bullock pits along the way.


What happened next is uncertain. What is known is that local people following the trail later in the day noticed a torn piece of cloth above one of the pits and, looking into it, saw a trapped bullock standing on the body of Douglas, who had been gored to death. They called for Gurney who shot the animal and retrieved the body. From there it was transported by canoe to the missionary station at Hilo, where Douglas had been heading. The fullest account of the incident is contained in a long letter, written to the British consul at Honolulu, by John Dill and Joseph Goodrich, two of the missionaries at the station. It is couched in the florid tones characteristic of the time:


Dear Sir, Our hearts almost fail us when we undertake to perform the melancholy duty which devolves upon us, to communicate the painful intelligence of the death of our friend Mr. Douglas . . . The tidings reached us when we were every moment awaiting his arrival, and expecting to greet him with a cordial welcome: but alas!


 


After a paragraph of pious reflections about the immutability of God’s purposes, illuminated by appropriate biblical texts, the letter goes on to describe the arrival, and then the examination, of the body: ‘. . . what an affecting spectacle was presented as we removed the bullock’s hide on which he had been conveyed! – we will not attempt to describe the agony of feeling which we experienced at that moment: can it be he? can it be he? we each exclaimed.’ Their initial thought was to give him a decent burial but it was then that the first doubts about the exact nature of his death began to surface. The wounds on Douglas were numerous, but at least two of the people who inspected the body doubted that they could have been inflicted by a bullock. After enumerating some other concerns they decided to send a couple of ‘foreigners’, by which they meant Americans, to investigate the site.


The letter resumes on the following day, in the course of which Edward Gurney himself arrives at the station. He seems to have exerted some charm over the missionaries for the letter, having previously named him as ‘Edward Gurney’, now switches to the more familiar ‘Ned’. ‘Our minds’, they say as he provides his own account, ‘are greatly relieved’. They determine, nonetheless, that the body should be examined by ‘medical men’ and prepare it for transit to the consul. The contents of the abdomen are removed and the cavity filled with salt. It is placed in a coffin stuffed with more salt and the whole encased in a box of brine which, together with the missionaries’ written account, is sent on its way by boat to Honolulu.


Douglas was as well known to the consul as he was to the missionaries and he is deeply distressed at the sight of the body. As he reports in one of his own letters, ‘I assure you that I scarcely received such a shock in my life . . . On opening the coffin, the features of our poor friend were easily traced, but mangled in a shocking manner, and in a most offensive state.’ He immediately has the body examined by the doctors who give it as their opinion ‘that the several wounds were afflicted by the bullock.’ And with that assurance formal investigations into the case seem to have come to an end.


But doubts remained, and over time they multiplied. How could an adult bullock fall into a pit and not leave a hole in the covering large enough to be seen by a passer-by? Why had it taken Gurney four days to turn up with his account of the death of such a well-known person? And what had happened to the servant John? Accompanying Douglas up to this point on his journey, he receives no further mention in any of the accounts. He simply disappears.


Then there is the matter of the bag that Douglas had been carrying. It was found not in, or by, the pit, but some distance further up the trail, the suggested explanation being that he had for some reason put it down and begun to retrace his steps. The contents of the bag raised a further question. Douglas had lodged the previous night with a Mr Davis who stated that while being paid he had seen the amount of money that Douglas was carrying. It was, he claimed, far more than was subsequently found in the bag which Gurney had passed on to the missionaries.


If Douglas was indeed murdered, as some were now openly suggesting, then robbery provided a motive. In subsequent years another was to emerge. A letter to the Honolulu Star Bulletin in 1949 cites a view that Douglas had been in a relationship with Gurney’s wife. That this was common gossip amongst the native peoples was demonstrated by papers found, much later, in the collections of the Edinburgh Botanic Gardens. This ‘relationship’ may have amounted to no more than the fact that Gurney’s wife preferred the charismatic and attractive foreigner to her own husband, but it adds jealousy to the story’s already complex mix.


Douglas was much loved on the island and the missionary families, in particular, looked forward to his visits. Their letters and journals make it clear that they found it very difficult to believe that such an experienced mountaineer and explorer would have made the mistake of falling into a bullock pit. The native peoples, many of whom were afraid of Gurney, shared this view. A letter to Hooker by a Dr Meredith Gairdner, an English visitor to Hawaii, suggests that even the consul may have had his doubts: ‘the minds of the residents and particularly of the British Consul . . . [are] by no means satisfied that he came by his end by mere accident’. By 1856 a Californian newspaper was openly reporting the possibility of murder, and citing the suspect. In words translated from the French, it read:


 


We have received a white marble monument from San Francisco, erected by Mr. Julius L. Brenchley to the memory of the illustrious and unfortunate voyager David Douglas, who died in 1834 at the foot of Maunakea, on the island of Hawaii. According to some he was murdered by a convict escaped from Botany Bay; according to others, killed by an enraged wild bull. 


 


But what of the ‘foreigners’ dispatched by the missionaries at Hilo to investigate the scene? Strangely, I could find no contemporaneous account of their findings: no written report, no transcribed conversations, no hints in journals or letters. In fact we have to wait twelve years until a Chester Lyman, visiting Kona, on the west coast of Hawaii, meets with the coffee planter Charles Hall. Hall, it transpires, had once been a bullock hunter himself and was one of the two Americans dispatched to undertake the investigation. Lyman records something of their conversation in his journal:


There had been a heavy rain the day before he reached the place and all tracks were obliterated. He obtained the head of the bullock and took it to Hilo. The horns he says were blunt and nearly an inch through at the extremities, the animal being old. He thinks it impossible that the wounds on Douglas’s head especially on the temple . . . could have been made by the horns or hoofs.


 


It is fair to say that the accident theory still has its supporters. John Davies, who produced an edition of the Douglas journals in 1980, suggested that having passed the pit Douglas then heard the sound of a bullock trapped within it. As insatiably curious as ever, he put down his bag and walked back to take a look. Already short-sighted, he went too close to the edge and slipped as the ground gave way, falling to an accidental, but horrific, death. It is a reasonable theory but I remain unconvinced. The evidence is entirely circumstantial, and indeed, at this distance in time it can hardly be otherwise, but there are too many doubts, too many discrepancies and too many niggling details. Douglas, I believe, was murdered, and for that murder, Edward ‘Ned’ Gurney has a significant case to answer. But, in truth, we will never now be certain. As a report in the 1988 edition of the Journal of Hawaiian History concluded, ‘The many accounts of Douglas’s death that circulated over the years do not clarify what actually happened to him. They merely deepen the mystery.’


Douglas was only thirty-five at the time of his death. He was buried in an unmarked grave beside Kawaiaha’o Church on the island. Later the Royal Horticultural Society erected a plaque there, and a cairn was built close to the site of the pit in which he died. Yet his real memorial remains the many plants that bear the scientific name ‘douglasii’, the dozens of his introductions that grace our gardens, and the thousands of Douglas fir and Sitka spruce that fill our forest plantations. In the course of writing this account I discovered that there is, in fact, a Douglas fir-flavoured gin. It seemed only appropriate to order a bottle, invite a few friends round and toast him.


***


When the samples from the 1824 expedition arrived at the Horticultural Society, the work began of naming and describing them. In accordance with taxonomic principles, the full scientific designation applied to the musk was ‘Mimulus moschatus Douglas ex Lindley’. The appendages denote that though the plant is attributed to Douglas, the authority for it, and for its first detailed scientific description, belongs to another man: John Lindley. And with Lindley we come to another significant character in the story. For some time a Professor of Botany at the University of London, he was a man of huge energy, said to work daily from dawn till after dark. He published over 200 books and articles, amassed a herbarium of more than 58,000 sheets and delivered as many as nineteen lectures in a week. ‘Nature’, he once wrote, ‘bears the living hieroglyphics of the Almighty’, and perhaps that is what he set out to prove in his work, bringing about major revisions in taxonomy, producing specialist studies of orchids and organising the first public flower show in Britain. Such was his reputation that in 1845 he was appointed by Prime Minister Robert Peel to a scientific commission investigating the causes of the Irish Potato Famine. Though unable to come up with a cure for the blight, his report was to lead to the repeal of the protectionist Corn Laws that had done so much to exacerbate the problem. As a leading light in the Horticultural Society, he bequeathed it his large collection of books. They came to form the basis of the Society’s library, the one in which I was then working, and which still bears his name.


Where Douglas could be irritable, Lindley was once described as being ‘forthright to the point of appearing brusque’. Perhaps it was inevitable that the two men would fall out, in one of those rows that made Hooker so eager to see Douglas off on his travels again. The cause of their disagreement is unknown but it is very likely that it concerned the cost of the Douglas expeditions, for Lindley had been critical of the Society for spending more than it could afford on what he described as ‘grandiose projects’. Perhaps there was some merit to his case, for the Society’s Honorary Secretary was later dismissed for the mishandling of the funds, but this would hardly have endeared him to Douglas.


It was Lindley, nonetheless, who took charge, not only of naming the specimens that Douglas had brought back with him, but of growing on the seeds that he had collected. Of the 210 different species sown at the Society’s new gardens in Chiswick, eighty were recorded as being merely ‘botanical curiosities’ and thereafter abandoned. The remaining 130 were considered to have some horticultural value and were distributed to other gardens and to horticulturalists, both in this country and abroad. Lindley had, rather dismissively, described the herbarium specimens of the musk plant brought back by Douglas as ‘not very helpful’. It was therefore the live plants grown at the Chiswick gardens which he used to produce the description, no doubt correcting along the way the impression given by Douglas that the plant was an annual. As a result of this work, the disputative pair now have both their names inextricably linked in the nomenclature of the musk.


***


From these first Horticultural Society sowings the musk plant enjoyed a remarkably rapid spread. Within a very short period of time it was being offered for sale by nurseries and eagerly sought after by gardeners. The earliest listing I found in the Lindley Library was a seed catalogue produced by Flanagan and Nutting of Mansion House, London in 1835, just eight years after the plant’s arrival in the country, though there may well be earlier examples. It was, almost from the first, a democratic sort of a plant and not just one for the better-off suburban gardener. It was popular for small plots and cottage gardens and among those with no gardens at all, grown in containers, pots and window boxes. It was sold in masses from market stalls, one Liverpool trader in the high season selling 5,000 plants a week. And in London it was hawked from street to street on barrows. By 1844, just twenty years after its introduction, a popular gardening book was giving the following account:


 


A very few years ago the favourite little Musk plant, now so common as a parlour or window flower, was unknown in cultivation; now it grows everywhere as it deserves to do. In the morning its scent is weak and faint; in the evening most powerful yet delicate – a single plant scenting a whole apartment, sometimes even too powerfully.


 


Soon it was also part of the colonial enterprise, a kind of nostalgic memento of the mother country that early settlers took with them or ordered from the homeland. And so the musk was carried to New Zealand, to Canada, and even back to the parts of America from whence it had first arrived. According to one account of the 1860s Otago gold rush on New Zealand’s south island, where new and bustling towns were springing up almost overnight even before roads had been built to serve them, some of these tough prospectors and their families were importing collections of garden plants, including the musk, by pack horse.


In Scotland, meanwhile, the relationship between the plant and the poorer sections of society was taking another turn. Frances Jane Hope was a pioneering gardener and a woman ahead of her time. Already, in the mid-nineteenth century, she was advocating the sorts of principles, naturalistic planting and complementary colour schemes that would later be made famous by Gertrude Jekyll. She expounded these ideas in more than fifty articles for garden periodicals but also, and almost uniquely, saw her Edinburgh garden as a way of helping those less fortunate than herself. From her grounds at Wardie Lodge she began carrying sprigs of spearmint and rosemary to old women in the cellars and garrets of Cowgate, and collecting posies of flowers and herbs to distribute to the city’s sick and poor. She went on from this to develop her ‘Flower Missions’, eventually delivering up to several hundred baskets a day to the Royal Infirmary and to the Asylum for the Blind. It was here, among the blind women inmates who sorted the flowers and made them into posies for sale, that the fragrant musk plant was particularly popular. Eventually a large part of her garden was totally devoted to the production of plants for philanthropic use, and she became exhausted by her efforts, dying at the age of 58. As Jane Brown put it in The Pursuit of Paradise: ‘We hardly have to ask why Wardie Lodge baskets carried happy memories and touches of human dignity back into those dreary places but we may be sad that one garden, however abundant, could not supply such overwhelming needs, and that Miss Hope wore herself out, perhaps to her early death, in trying.’


***


Clearly the little plant with the powerful scent had meant much to many people. Had the loss of that scent, however, happened quite as suddenly as the popular story suggested? To research that question further I took myself first to the London Natural History Museum where, for several days, I threaded my way through crowds of buggy-pushing parents, excitable school parties and tourists who seemed to be making a photographic survey of the museum’s entire collection. The rather secretive library doorway was set between display cases of aardvarks, pangolins and a snake wound round a branch like a rugged Aesculapian staff. In the galleried hall beyond, a statue of Darwin seemed to have obtained a library card before me and to be sitting at study at one of the desks. It was clear he was making better progress than me for I found little of help and my question to the museum’s botanists, which I was required to submit in writing, got me little further advice than that I should consult Wikipedia. I turned my attentions instead to the archives at the Royal Botanic Gardens in Kew. The hallowed hall at the Natural History Museum had been window-less, and with that slightly stuffy atmosphere that makes it difficult not to doze off at some point in the day, but this was bright and airy and, better still, situated adjacent to the botanic gardens. I treated myself to a season ticket and combined my working hours with a twice-daily walk. At this time in spring the gardens were achingly beautiful. Blackcaps sung in the still bare trees, and distant green woodpeckers uttered their plaintive yaffle. A huge spreading magnolia bore its fat buds like a giant candelabra, and a whole lawn was taken over by glory-of-the-snow, a mass of pale blue flowers punctuated by the white of daisies. The air was full of fragrance; soft and mellow scents with sharper notes here and there and, what seemed to me, an inexplicable hint of liquorice. But most of all, it was cherry blossom time, that brief enigmatic period so symbolic of transience, when the trees in bright avenues become thick with flowers in white or pale pink; exuberant with them until they are suddenly shed in wind-whipped snow-like showers.


The library staff could not have been more helpful, locating books, digging out files and identifying old volumes of time-battered and brittle-paged journals. It was through the correspondence columns, the ‘Notes from Fellows’, the learned articles in publications such as the Gardeners’ Chronicle, Nature and the Journal of the Royal Horticultural Society that the story began to unfold, helped along by an increasing number of interjections from the national press.


In poring through these, the earliest account of the plant’s loss of fragrance I came across was dated from 1898. Though it was not published until the 1930s, it was then that Thomas Wilkinson, the horticulturalist who had been selling the plant so successfully in Liverpool, claimed to have noticed that the musk plants he was stocking had begun to acquire a rank, leafy smell. With an admirable prescience, he sold his entire business as soon as the season was over. Returning to the city some four or five years later, he comments that the plants on other people’s stalls were also losing their smell. Another early reference comes from a letter to The Times, although again not appearing till the 1930s. Here an appropriately named Mrs Gardner states that when she was living in Surrey in 1903 the bed of musk which she grew every year beneath her front window had come up scentless. The same thing, she claimed, had happened to all her neighbours and friends. It was becoming apparent that while the plant’s loss of fragrance was real enough, it had not happened quite as abruptly as the story suggests. The reality was, as ever, more complicated.


Through the first two decades of the twentieth century evidence of the phenomenon began to multiply. Writing to the Gardeners’ Chronicle in April 1909, Mr T. Smith, another well-known nurseryman, asks, ‘Is there such a thing now as a Common Musk with the old Musk perfume? Many friends of mine contend that there is not and I myself am sceptical.’ A herbarium specimen of the plant, collected by the Reverend E.S. Marshall in Somerset in 1916, has the word ‘Scented’ written next to it, and then, in brackets, ‘it usually seems to have lost its odour nowadays’. By 1920, Mr Alfred O. Walker of Maidstone is almost pleading with the public in the pages of the Gardeners’ Chronicle: ‘Can any of your readers inform me whether the Common Musk is to be had with the old characteristic smell? I have had the plant (but not the smell) in my garden for many years. I have tried raising it from bought seeds but the seedlings were quite scentless.’


There is a significant point in these accounts when the comments are less on the widespread absence of the scent as on the remarkable discovery of a plant that still produces it. In October 1930, the Daily Mail reports that in Hampshire ‘a fully scented specimen’ has been raised from seed. The next month, a Mr Chittenden writes more sarcastically to the Gardeners’ Chronicle: ‘Several times since the war we have met someone whose uncle’s greatest friend, recently dead, had told him that his butler’s niece by marriage had a cousin who had heard of a plant smelling distinctly of Musk growing in a cottage window’. An Inverness gardener states, in 1931, that he can still detect a slight perfume in his plants ‘on certain days’. A correspondent known only as ‘C.E.’ claims, as late as September 1947, to have two pots of fragrant musk: ‘It certainly does not scent out the garden, but when I put my nose near it I can get the sweet smell. I do not say it is constant, but neither are a lot more scented plants’. Finally, also in 1947, and before the reports cease altogether and public attention turns elsewhere, Mr Henry Ridley reports in the RHS Journal that he has been sent from Kew to Parkstone in Dorset to meet a Miss Claydon. Her distinction is that she has grown pots of musk with ‘a distinct, fairly strong scent . . . reminding me of plants of the 1860s and 1870s when every cottage garden had clumps of this plant’. But the plants are only one and a half inches tall and by the time they have reached full height, their scent has completely faded. Mr Ridley takes some of them back to Kew with him but, as he sadly reports, ‘the scent was gone, never to reappear’.


***


In all of these accounts what remains conspicuous by its absence is any actual reference to the year 1913. Yet that remains the date of the popular story and continues to be repeated even in contemporary texts. Thus the gardener and writer, Roy Genders, states in his Scented Wild Flowers of Britain, that the event ‘happened throughout the world at the same time – in 1913’. And the entry in Wikipedia, consulted as the Natural History Museum botanist suggested, gives the same account. The musk, it says, ‘is well known for the story that all cultivated and known wild specimens simultaneously lost their previous strong musk scent around 1913’. Occasionally a source will slip a year, the RHS Dictionary of Gardening, for example, setting the date at 1914, as do the authors of Plants from the Past, exclaiming that, ‘Inexplicably, around 1914, the scent disappeared from every plant in the world’.


Why then this common and incorrect attribution of the loss of scent to a specific year? The artificial contraction of the event and its depiction as sudden, simultaneous and global, has turned a genuine mystery into an urban myth. All the classic ingredients are there: the element of mystery with perhaps a hint of the paranormal, the spread of the story from mouth to mouth and its take-up by the popular media. Placing it immediately before the outbreak of one of the world’s greatest conflagrations adds another element, and transforms it into something of a morality tale. The musk plant lost its smell not suddenly but over a period of fifteen to twenty years preceding the First World War. The words ‘before the war’ feature in several of the accounts and are crucial, I suspect, to the way the story developed. The ‘Great War’ as it was known at the time, was one of the dividing points of history, a descent into an unimaginable and self-inflicted horror. Nothing after it would be the same. An era, a particular order of society, even a way of seeing the world, had come crashing to an end. It was a second expulsion from Eden and everything would now be dated as occurring before or after it. As the story of the musk was passed from person to person it was inevitably dramatised; that, after all, is the essence of storytelling. The twenty- or thirty-year period in which the scent was lost, itself a remarkably short period of time, became compressed into a single year. And the fact that it had happened ‘before the war’ became literally that; the year that preceded the outbreak of hostilities, or, in some cases, the very year that they had started. And this served too, to give an already dramatic story a chillingly apocalyptic twist. Just as comets had once been harbingers of terrible events to come, so this universal loss of scent is seen somehow to presage the disaster. As if in a Greek myth, the little flower has renounced its fragrance in grief or despair, or in terrible prophecy of the coming decimation of ‘the flower of Europe’s youth’.
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