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1 New Zealand flax (Phormium tenax), New Zealand
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1 Maidenhair tree (Ginkgo biloba), Japan
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1 Frankincense (Boswellia), Somalia
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1 Dahlia (Dahlia), Mexico


2 Tulip tree (Liriodendron tulipifera), Virginia, US


3 Southern bay (Magnolia grandiflora), Carolina, US


4 Douglas fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii), British Columbia, Canada


5 Giant redwood (Sequoiadendron giganteum), California, US
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1 Peacock flower (Caesalpinia pulcherrima), Suriname


2 Fever tree (Cinchona), Ecuador


3 Brazil nut (Bertholletia excelsa), Colombia


4 Bougainvillea (Bougainvillea spectabilis), Rio de Janeiro, Brazil


5 Monkey puzzle (Araucaria araucana), Chile


6 Amazon water lily (Victoria amazonica), Guyana


7 Heliconia (Heliconia), Rio de Janeiro, Brazil


8 Orchidelirium (Cattleya labiata), Brazil





Introduction


The greatest service which can be rendered to any country is to add a useful plant to its culture.


Thomas Jefferson, 1800


We were all plant hunters once, scouring the wilderness for food. Once we learned to grow our own, plants took on a different aspect in our settled lives, as medicines or the source of domestic comforts. But from the earliest times there were those who possessed a deeper knowledge of plants, who knew where to look for them and what their special properties were, often revered as medicine men or wise women. In modern industrialized societies that knowledge is all but lost, and plants have become little more than commodities. In societies that live closer to nature, however, whether in the tropical rainforest or the snows of Lapland, a shamanic knowledge of plants persists, in which plants are valued as potent tools, instruments of healing or portals to a spiritual realm offering insights not accessible in the everyday here and now. Curiously, there is a sense in which plant hunting today has come full circle, and is belatedly learning to respect that ancient plant knowledge, as scientific botanists race to discover the ‘unknown unknowns’, the undiscovered properties (whether medicinal or biotechnological) of plants not yet known to science, before they are wiped out by economic forces too arrogant, or too ignorant, to value them.


Plant hunting as we understand it in the West today has its origins in the Renaissance, but of course plants had moved around the globe long before that, carried by soldiers and sailors, by merchants and traders, by pilgrims and refugees. Our earliest known plant hunting story is that of a great Pharaoh who imported trees from conquered lands. Alexander the Great’s armies returned home bearing poplars; the ferocious forces of Genghis Khan planted willows and apples in their wake. Spices and herbs, but also seeds and bulbs, were among the precious goods that travelled the overland silk routes between the Mediterranean and China from the 2nd century BCE until the 15th century CE, when, following the fall of Constantinople in 1453, European traders began to seek out maritime routes to the silks and spices so desired in the West. Now advances in maritime technology ushered in the Age of Discovery, creating new trading routes between the Old World and the New – India, China and the Far East, new conduits for the exchange of plants.
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In 1817, German botanist Karl Friedrich Philipp von Martius set off for a three-year exploration of Amazonian Brazil. This illustration from his Historia Naturalis Palmarum shows him collecting the whale tail palm Chamaedorea linearis.
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The Botanic Garden at Padua, Italy, was founded in 1545 as a teaching garden for medical students. The four central squares held specimens from the four known continents – Europe, Africa, Asia and America.





At the same time, European scholars were beginning to rediscover the texts of Ancient Greece and Rome, among them the writings of Aristotle and Theophrastus. For over 1,200 years, plants had been of interest only for their utility, whereas the Enquiry into Plants of Theophrastus revealed an entirely different way of looking at plants, investigating them for their own sake, in what is often considered the founding text of modern botany. The Renaissance engendered a powerful desire to understand nature – to study, record and classify nature in all its forms. Scholars became collectors, amassing not only knowledge, gathered in the increasingly elaborate herbals that followed the advent of printing, but also botanical specimens.


By the 1540s, the first universities devoted to the new learning were springing up in the Italian city states, and to them were attached botanical gardens. These were intended as teaching tools for physicians, and were by no means the first botanic gardens in the West. The study of plants had prospered during the Islamic Golden Age, which flourished from the 7th to 13th centuries, giving rise to important teaching gardens in Cordoba and Toledo in Spain; while there had been notable medical schools at Salerno in central Italy as early as the 9th century and Montpellier in France in the 12th century, both founded largely on Arabic knowledge. However the new botanic gardens at Pisa, Padua and Bologna, and their many successors throughout Europe, steadily saw botany diverge from medicine to become an independent discipline. By the time the botanic garden was established at Leiden in the Netherlands in 1590, it contained not only medicinal plants but also those of economic or ornamental interest, many brought from distant lands by traders of the Dutch East India Company. Students studied not only the living plants, but the hortus siccus (literally ‘dry garden’) – dried specimens gathered in what we now call herbaria. Similarly the books that promulgated this knowledge developed from medical handbooks to Floras that described the plants growing in distinct geographical areas.


At this time of intellectual ferment, Britain was still an insignificant island on the fringes of north-west Europe: it was one of the last European countries to experience the Renaissance humanist revival. But over the next century, the focus of both culture and trade would shift from the Mediterranean to the sea-going nations of western Europe. As maritime trade routes were forged across the Atlantic and around the Cape of South Africa into the Indian and Pacific Oceans, first Spain and Portugal, then Holland, France and Britain, grew in wealth and power. The 17th and 18th centuries saw a period of rapid colonial expansion, as more and more of the world fell under the economic control of a handful of aggressively imperialist European nations. By 1900, the once backward British Isles boasted the world’s most powerful navy and most extensive empire, and London had become the world’s largest city. Industrialization had opened a yawning economic gap between the technologically advanced nations and the rest of the world – one that has never closed. It is during this time of political, economic, cultural and scientific upheaval that most of our plant hunting stories are set, and it is important to understand the context in which they take place.


In recent years, much criticism has been levelled at Western scientific and cultural institutions for the arrogantly Eurocentric and colonialist approach they bring to history. Plant hunting in particular has been denounced as a form of piracy, as botanical theft, and new global regulations such as the Convention on Biological Diversity and CITES (Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) have very properly been put in place to ensure that the countries in which plants originate should benefit from any economic advantages those plants might bring. But we cannot unmake the past. Plant hunting holds up a crystal-clear mirror to history, reflecting its economic, political, intellectual and religious tides with uncomfortable precision: plants flooded into Europe from colonised and exploited lands, they followed Chinese Buddhism into Japan, persecuted Huguenots out of France and the Pilgrim Fathers to America; plants provided the weaponry for the great existential debates of the 19th century, and today they are the totems for our most pressing global concern, namely climate change.


It is inevitable that the history of plant hunting should be seen through a European lens, for it was in Europe that the great centres of study such as Kew, Uppsala, Leiden and Paris developed; where there was sufficient wealth to mount lengthy missions of discovery, to fund expensive books and paintings to record these discoveries and to support an intellectual class with leisure to study them. The fact that a substantial part of this wealth derived from slavery is an abhorrent truth that cannot be shied away from. An estimated 12 million Africans were forced across the Atlantic to work sugar and cotton plantations that had been established through colonial plant exchange, while in the Indian sub-continent, systems of indentured labour were created that amounted to slavery. Science may have profited, but there was a terrible human cost.


Some of the earliest plant collectors were missionaries – the Jesuit priest Matteo Ricci became the first European to enter the Forbidden City of Beijing in 1601; by the 1670s, Henry Compton, Bishop of London, was filling his garden with exotics sent from America by clergy whom he had instructed to secure plants as well as souls. Diplomats and merchants were a regular source of plants, none more than the many employees of the British and Dutch East India companies, which dominated European trade with the East. Global corporations to rival today’s multinational tech companies, they set up botanical gardens where they assessed and distributed potentially lucrative plants such as tea, rubber, spices and sugar. As more lands were occupied, colonial administrators whiled away the lonely hours in remote outposts of empire with the study of botany, and smoothed the path for plant hunters eager to explore these regions. Their belief in the imperialist project may seem arrogant to modern eyes, but it is fair to say it was well-intentioned, that many of them genuinely believed they were doing good by bringing the benefits of civilization to benighted people.


Some of the plant hunters described in these pages admired and respected the people whose lands they visited, and were eager to learn from them, notably women explorers Maria Sibylla Merian and Maria Graham, but also David Douglas, William Burchell, Augustine Henry, E. H. Wilson and George Forrest. Many, such as Nathaniel Wallich, George Forrest and Sherriff and Ludlow, relied on local collecting teams whose contribution was rarely specifically acknowledged. (Sherriff and Ludlow were the exception.) Some forged close relationships with local collaborators that endured over years. Others, such as Joseph Dalton Hooker, regarded indigenous peoples as irrevocably ‘other’, and themselves as inherently superior. Yet in 19th-century Britain this would have been the norm, and Hooker no doubt felt the same about the French as the Chinese or the Lepcha, and behaved in much the same way towards his own countrymen of an ‘inferior’ class. Most of the young men sent out to run the British Empire were the product of English public schools, and the confident sense of entitlement they engender remains unaltered to this day. (It is notable that Sir Joseph Banks, first de facto director of Kew, believed the better educated and more humble Scots made better plant hunters – and the historical record suggests he was correct.)


Plant hunters collected for different reasons – some to advance the cause of science; others with a commercial impetus, to find plants of economic value that might prove of benefit to empire, or garden-worthy plants to supply a burgeoning nursery trade. (The British firm of Veitch maintained collectors in the field from 1840 to 1904.)


For scientific purposes, pressed and dried specimens were sufficient. Their function was to record the salient characteristics of each plant (as leaves, stems, roots, fruit and flower), each specimen mounted on paper and accompanied by a label that detailed when and where it was collected, the conditions in which it was growing and any useful observations such as altitude. Each new species required a ‘type’ – a definitive example of a plant being described for the first time, to which subsequent discoveries could be compared. Sometimes, where it was not possible to preserve a plant, accurate botanical drawings could serve as the type. For example, the beautiful drawings made by Indian artists became the types for many of the specimens described by Nathaniel Wallich, Director of the East India Company’s botanical garden at Calcutta. Although digital photography has become an essential tool for plant collecting today, botanists continue to make herbarium specimens, not least to provide material for DNA sequencing.


Making herbarium specimens in the field was by no means easy, as plant hunters Aimé Bonpland and Maria Graham, both working in the humid tropics, discovered to their woe. (Bonpland resorted to kippering himself in a low tent filled with acrid smoke to dry his specimens, while Graham gave up and drew them instead.) Bringing home live material was even more difficult. Seed was sent back packed in sand, soil or moss, or encased in wax or even dripping. The first rhododendron seeds to reach Europe, sent from Calcutta by Nathaniel Wallich, were packed in tins of brown sugar. Living plants were even harder to transport: a voyage from the Far East could take as long as six months, and few plants survived the dramatic fluctuations in temperature as the ships passed through different climate zones, the lashing by wind and salty sea spray, the attacks of rats, cockroaches and other ship-borne animals (monkeys were a particular pest), and the indifferent care or outright hostility of seamen who resented precious supplies of fresh water being squandered on a ‘useless’ cargo. Plants stacked on the poop deck could cause a ship to roll in heavy seas; they would be the first things overboard if danger threatened.


In 1819, Dr John Livingstone, a surgeon working in Macau for the East India Company, reckoned that all but one in every thousand plants perished en route to Europe, raising the outlay for each plant from the original cost of around 6/8d to well over £300. It would be well worth it, he suggested in a letter to London’s Horticultural Society, to employ a trained gardener to care for the plants in transit – advice that the unfailingly stingy Society chose to ignore. However, it did prompt its assistant secretary, John Lindley, to publish five years later a fearsomely comprehensive advisory leaflet, Instructions for Packing Living Plants in Foreign Countries, Especially within the Tropics; and Directions for Their Treatment during the Voyage to Europe, which included designs for a glazed box sent by the Governor of Mauritius, Robert Farquhar. Similar boxes, glazed with slices of translucent shell, had been successfully employed by Livingstone’s friend John Reeves and Nathaniel Wallich. But the problem was only finally solved in 1829 by a London doctor, amateur entomologist and fern-addict, Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward (1791–1868).
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A horticulturalist packing plants into a Wardian case ready for transportation, Kew Collection, ca. 1940–50.





Having placed the pupa of a moth in some leaf mould in the bottom of a sealed glass jar, the doctor waited patiently for it to hatch. It didn’t, but Ward observed that moisture from the soil would evaporate during the day, condense on the glass, then drip back down each night, creating an enclosed ecosystem. When a small fern and some shoots of grass emerged from the soil, they survived for three full years without water: not only had he stumbled upon a foolproof way to grow ferns in London’s sooty air, but also a system that could keep plants alive for months at a time with no attention at all. To test his theory, in 1833 Ward filled two cases with plants from Loddiges nursery and sent them to Sydney, where they arrived in good condition. The cases were refilled with a selection of notoriously miffy ferns, and after eight months on deck, unwatered, in temperatures that had ranged from -7ºC to 49ºC (19.4°F to 120.2°F), arrived in a near-freezing London in what Loddiges described as a ‘very healthy state’.


Joseph Dalton Hooker was the first plant hunter to try out this new technology, successfully shipping live plants from New Zealand, while Robert Fortune famously used Wardian cases to send 20,000 tea plants ‘in safety and in high health’ from China to India in 1848–9. Soon Wardian cases were being used to transport plants of every kind across the world. The effect on global trade was immense: it was now possible to break agricultural monopolies by removing (some would say stealing) commercially significant plants from their native habitats and introducing them to cultivation in other countries – as with the transfer of rubber and cinchona from South America to the Far East. The effect on gardens was equally marked, as an influx of new plants from Asia fed into a new styles of garden-making. Some of the plants embraced by gardeners were already known to science, and had been named and described in the scientific literature. But plant hunters such as Ernest Wilson were now able to introduce living plants to cultivation for the first time. (A distinction is always drawn between the date of discovery and the date of introduction.)


Today, only a very few dauntless individuals continue to seek out new plants for our gardens. Strict restrictions on the gathering of live plant material mean that most modern plant hunters are either botanical tourists, gathering only exciting photographs, or scientists engaged in conservation. In many ways, they have it easier. They reach their destinations in days rather than months; where earlier plant explorers set off blindly into unmapped territory, today’s are armed with Google Earth and GPS; they have high-tech boots and lightweight waterproof clothing, where their forebears braved the Himalayas in tweeds. Yet read their blogs, and the trials and tribulations remain exactly the same – rain, fog, leeches and innumerable biting insects; burned ears, frozen toes and skulls splitting with altitude sickness; impassable paths and unclimbable trees; the frustration of arriving at a spot too soon or too late to gather seed. As distinguished American plant hunter Daniel Hinkley put it, reflecting on a fortnight in 2014 during which he was never dry, ‘There are innumerable times that this process is rewarding and enjoyable and then there are times when it is only rewarding.’


Early 20th-century collector Frank Kingdon Ward described the lot of the plant hunter as long days of tedium interspersed with mere seconds of joy that might just make the process worth all the anguish and boredom.


So why would anyone choose to do it?


For some, like Maria Sibylla Merian or John Bartram, the beauty and mystery of plants was evidence of a benign Creator. Others, like Joseph Banks, Alexander von Humboldt and Charles Darwin, were groping for a new scientific understanding of the world. Ernest Wilson fell in love with China, George Forrest with the Himalayas, David Douglas and numerous others simply with adventure. Some became plant hunters by accident, plucked from peaceable jobs tending greenhouses. Few ever wanted to return to their old lives.


The last word rests with Frank Kingdon Ward, from his book From China to Hkamti Long, published in 1924: ‘The plant collector’s job is to uncover the hidden beauties of the world, so that others may share his joy.’
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FROM THE 15TH TO THE 18TH CENTURY, a vast southern continent, described as Terra Australis Incognita, was routinely represented on European maps of the world. The geographers of classical Greece had known full well that the Earth was round, and had developed a theory that a southern continent was necessary to balance the land mass they knew to exist north of the equator. But during the Middle Ages, the Church’s insistence that the Earth was flat suppressed the notion of a southern continent, and it was not until the great era of exploration by sea in the 15th and early 16th centuries confirmed that the Earth was indeed roughly spherical, that the great southern continent reappeared in various guises, each new voyage of discovery prompting a shift in its position.


In 1768, James Cook was despatched by the British government to find it. What he found came to be known as Australia. (The name was proposed by Matthew Flinders, the British sea captain who made the first circumnavigation of this colossal new land.) For the scientists who travelled with Cook, the plant and animal specimens they brought back from this journey had all the mystery and wonder that rocks from the moon held for the 20th century. These pioneers, notably British naturalist Joseph Banks and Swedish botanist Daniel Solander, were collecting with purely scientific intent. However, encountering such completely unfamiliar plants and seeing how they were used by the indigenous populations prompted Banks to consider how the importation and exchange of plants might be of benefit to a growing Empire.


The consequences would be far-reaching. At Banks’s instigation, the British would colonise Australia. And he would also gain royal approval for a systematic programme of plant hunting, creating a new kind of explorer, the professional plant hunter.


As the maritime nations of western Europe established empires that straddled the globe, ever more wondrous plants found their way from the Pacific Ocean back to Europe. Among them were plants that proved to be carnivorous and the biggest flower the world had ever seen.



New Zealand flax
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Scientific name
Phormium tenax


Botanist
Joseph Banks


Location
New Zealand


Date
1769


IT IS DIFFICULT to imagine how it must have felt to the 90 surviving men crammed aboard the Endeavour – a repurposed cargo ship just 32m (105ft) long, built to shift coal out of Whitby – setting off on 13 July 1769 from the South Pacific island of Tahiti, to sail due south into the vastness of an ocean where no man, or certainly no European, had ever ventured before. It can only be likened to a space mission – a tiny craft alone in the great unknown, possibly on a fool’s mission (perhaps the 18th-century equivalent of the search for life on Mars): the search for a theoretical southern continent, the Terra Australis Incognita, that promised unimaginable wealth and glory to the bold nation that discovered it.


These orders were secret, and had come from the king himself, George III, who had financed the expedition. Officially, the Endeavour’s assignment was to observe from Tahiti the transit of Venus, which had taken place on 3rd June – ‘a phenomenon that must contribute greatly to the improvement of Astronomy on which Navigation so much depends’, according to the Royal Society, which had instigated the expedition.


The choice of Tahiti was a fluke – the first Western ship to ‘discover’ Tahiti, just two years previously, had returned to Britain less than a month before the Society proposed the mission, bearing extravagant tales of this paradise island, but only the sketchiest information on where it lay. To find it again was a miracle of navigation – testament to the extraordinary abilities of Lieutenant James Cook, who was also a skilled astronomer and outstanding cartographer. (Maps he made of the Great Barrier Reef were still in use in the 1950s.)


More wonders followed, as the delights of ‘Otaheite’ were revealed. The French explorer Louis-Antoine de Bougainville, who had landed there the previous year (see here) described the island as ‘Utopia’, while to Joseph Banks it was ‘the truest picture of an Arcadia’. Whereas Europeans must labour for their daily bread, he sighed, the happy Tahitians had only to pluck the abundant fruits that grew all around, and could fill their ample leisure hours with surfing and sex: ‘Love is the Chief Occupation, the favourite, nay almost the Sole Luxury of the inhabitants.’
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Phormium tenax by William Jackson Hooker, from Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, 1832.





Joseph Banks (1743–1820) was a remarkable young man who had been able, by dint of his enormous wealth, to buy a place for himself and a scientific party aboard the Endeavour. He was the first generation of a successful landowning family to enjoy a gentleman’s education, which he largely neglected, preferring to roam the country lanes in search of wild flowers. On going up to Oxford and finding that the Professor of Botany gave no lectures, he imported a tutor from Cambridge to give paid tutorials – an early example of the energy, audacity and organizational ability that would characterize a long and uniquely influential life: Banks would become what David Attenborough has termed ‘the great panjandrum’ of British science over the next two generations.


Banks’s father died in 1761, and three years later, at the age of 21, Banks came into a fortune. Rather than embark on the Grand Tour customary for moneyed young men, he elected instead to accompany an old friend from Eton on a naval expedition to Newfoundland and Labrador, from which he returned with records and specimens of around 340 plant species, and a solid reputation as a naturalist. On his way home in 1766 he was elected to the Royal Society. He would later serve 42 years as its president.


In 1764 he had met Daniel Solander (1733–82), pupil and heir apparent of the great Swedish botanist Linnaeus, who had revolutionized science with his new binomial system for classifying species. Encouraged by Solander, Banks had intended to travel to Sweden to study with the great man, but on hearing of the Venus expedition, he at once determined to join it, and Solander promptly volunteered to come too. Cook and the Admiralty were content as long as Banks paid his own way, so on 25 August 1768 the pair sailed from Plymouth aboard the Endeavour, armed with a substantial library, ‘all sorts of machines for catching and preserving insects; all kinds of nets, trawls, drags and hooks for coral fishing…’ as well as the wherewithal for drying plants. Also in the party were two artists to record their finds (Sydney Parkinson for natural history specimens and Alexander Buchan for landscapes and figures), a secretary, four servants and two large greyhounds (to the consternation of the resident cats, chickens and a celebrated nanny goat, who had already circumnavigated the globe aboard the Dolphin.) In short, wrote their friend John Ellis to Linnaeus, ‘no people ever went to sea better fitted out for the purpose of Natural History, nor more elegantly.’ He reckoned it had cost Banks £10,000 – ten times the annual salary of the ship’s captain.
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View of Lake Wakatipe, New Zealand by Marianne North, 1880. Phormium tenax can be seen growing in the foreground of the painting.





The Endeavour set off west, calling at Madeira, Rio de Janeiro (where Banks made clandestine botanizing raids, having been refused permission to disembark) and Tierra del Fuego, where two of his party died of hypothermia, the first casualties of the trip. At each point specimens were collected, described and classified. In the long weeks between landfall, sea creatures were caught and seabirds shot down, recorded and subsequently eaten. A welcome change from dry biscuit and sauerkraut, on 5 February 1769, albatross was stewed in a savoury sauce.


As they set out from Tahiti, the captain’s cabin became once again a library, laboratory and painting studio. On 3rd October, Banks described the scene in his diary: ‘Dr Solander setts at the Cabbin table describing, myself at my Bureau Journalizing, between us hangs a large bunch of sea weed, upon the table lays the wood and barnacles…’ Four days later, after seven weeks at sea, they sighted land. Was this the fabled southern continent that had haunted European imaginations since Aristotle?


The theory, mapped out by Alexandrian mathematician Ptolemy as early as 150 CE, was that the continents of the northern hemisphere had to be counterbalanced by a super-continent in the south. It took the next six months for Cook to establish that what they had found was no great landmass, but the pair of islands we now know as New Zealand, as he sailed round them both, carefully charting the coastline. But Banks did not give up hope. ‘That a Southern Continent really exists, I firmly believe; but if ask’d why I believe so, I confess my reasons are weak; yet I have a prepossession in favour of the fact which I find difficult to account for.’
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Ipomoea batatas by Geneviève Nangis-Regnault, from F. Regnault, La Botanique Mise à la Portée de Tout le Monde, 1774.
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Portrait of Sir Joseph Banks by the artist Benjamin West. Banks wears a cloak made from New Zealand flax.





Banks’s first day in New Zealand was ‘the most disagreable day My life has yet seen’, ending with the deaths of several Maori, who defended themselves stoutly against the interlopers. He would be consoled, over the coming months, by the astonishing flora of the islands, and develop a deep respect for this warlike people. Among the 400 plants he collected was the beautiful pōhutukawa (Metrosideros excelsa, also known as the New Zealand Christmas tree as it flowers in December), exotic red-flowered kakabeak (Clianthus puniceus), many ferns and mosses, an orchid he named Orthocera solandri (now O. novae-zeelandiae) and sweet potatoes (Ipomoea batatas) – the staple crop of the Maori, which had been carried throughout Polynesia from South and Central America long before Europeans arrived. But the plant that made the deepest impression was harakeke, the New Zealand flax (Phormium tenax). This plant, a swamp-dweller native only to New Zealand and Norfolk Island, was used by the Maori to produce fibres of many kinds, from soft bandages that stopped bleeding (the plant contains blood-clotting enzymes) to ropes and nets many times stronger than anything ever seen in the West. The Maori were skilled at selecting different plants for different purposes – for basket making, fishing equipment, mats, shoes and clothing: a famous portrait of Banks made in 1773 depicts him wearing a harakeke cloak brought back from the voyage.


It was the tensile strength of P. tenax that particularly impressed Banks. With this plant, he began to think of botany in a new way – not just for its pure scientific interest, but as a way of bringing benefit to Britain and her colonies. A ready supply of Phormium, he later wrote, ‘would be of great consequence to us as a naval power’ for the production of both sail canvas and rope. It would reduce Britain’s dependence on Russian flax. (Indeed a gift of P. tenax to Russia in 1795 was read as a politely veiled threat: Banks became adept at using plants as vehicles of diplomatic exchange.) And the ideal place to grow it, he suggested, would be a new colony in Sydney: Banks would become a major player in both the exploration of Australia and the colonisation of New South Wales.


But on 31 March 1770, when the Endeavour set course for home, Cook and Banks did not yet know that the elusive southern continent lay less than three weeks ahead of them.



Saw banksia
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Scientific name
Banksia serrata


Botanist
Joseph Banks, Daniel Solander


Location
New South Wales, Australia


Date
1770


JOSEPH BANKS was not the first Englishman to botanize in Australia. That distinction belongs to an unusually erudite pirate, William Dampier, who collected on the other side of the continent in 1699. (Banks refers to Dampier’s travelogue in his journal.) But Banks was the first to sight Australia’s east coast, on 19 April 1770. He was not impressed by what he saw, likening the landscape before him to ‘the back of a lean cow’, but once they anchored, he found a scene so rich in extraordinary new plants (he gathered 132) that the bay Cook had mapped as ‘Stingray Bay’ was renamed ‘Botany Bay’. By 3rd May Banks could write, ‘Our collection of Plants was now grown so immensly large that it was necessary that some extrordinary care should be taken of them least they should spoil in the books.’ He spent a busy day on the beach drying out his specimens in the sun, including the newly collected saw banksia (Banksia serrata) and coastal banksia (B. integrifolia) – his first encounters with the spectacular genus that would eventually bear his name.


There are some 170 species of banksia, all but one endemic to Australia, ranging from small scrubby bushes to 30m (98ft) trees. They are members of the Protea family, and like their African cousins are pollinated by honey-eaters. The vivid red and yellow inflorescences attract nectar-feeding birds, while the honey possum, a tiny marsupial no bigger than a mouse, is a key pollinator for many banksias. Like the proteas, they grow on very poor soils, and fire plays a vital part in their ecology. While a good many southern hemisphere plants exhibit serotiny – where a seed is only released in response to an environmental trigger, usually fire (see here) – banksias have an even more clever adaptation, whereby fire is needed to open the cones, but the seed does not drop until fire is followed by rain, offering perfect conditions for germination.
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Banksia serrata by Stella Ross-Craig, from Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, 1942.





From Botany Bay, Cook set off northwards to chart the coast, unaware that they would soon be trapped by the Great Barrier Reef, still unknown to Western navigators. Two years earlier, de Bougainville (see here) had approached the reef from the east, heard the crashing of surf, and rapidly turned tail. ‘This was the voice of God,’ he wrote, ‘and we obeyed it.’ For over 950km (600 miles) the Endeavour inched north, preceded by a rowing boat taking soundings, threading a tortuous path through the lethal coral, until on 11th June, the inevitable happened and the ship ran aground, holed beneath the waterline. Banks, exhausted by hours at the pumps, was sure he would die. It was a midshipman who saved them, with an improbable plan to block the hole with a sail padded out with oakum (a fibrous material made from unpicking old rope): it slowed the water long enough for the ship to float off and limp to safety in the mouth of what is now the Endeavour river. While the hull was repaired, Banks and Solander had six full weeks to botanize, gathering further eucalypts, grevilleas, bottlebrushes and acacias. They also saw – and ate – their first kangaroo.


The crew had fixed the hull as best they could, but the Endeavour needed more substantial repairs to get home. There was therefore no alternative but to stop at Batavia (modern Jakarta), reached only after more terrifying encounters with the reef. But Batavia held terrors of its own: the crew that arrived healthy, ‘rosy and plump’, rapidly contracted malaria and dysentery from the city’s stinking canals, and within weeks over a third of them perished. Of Banks’s original party of nine, only four landed at Deal on 12 July 1771 – two servants, Solander and Banks himself. Even Lady, his beloved greyhound bitch, had died.


Despite losing part of their haul when their store was flooded, Banks and Solander had returned with thousands of illustrations and over 30,000 specimens of plants, which would result in the description of 110 new genera and 1,300 new species. In a single journey, they increased the world’s scientifically described flora by 25 per cent. They became instant celebrities, and were introduced to the king at the royal garden at Kew, which George III had inherited from his plant-collector mother, the Princess Augusta. By 1773 Banks had created an unofficial role for himself as ‘a kind of superintendence over his Royal Botanic Gardens’, persuading the king that Kew could be more than a private pleasure garden: it could become a great botanic garden, the greatest in the world. The first step would be for the king to employ, through Kew, his own plant collectors, rather than relying on random gifts from foreign dignitaries or colonial merchants. The first, Francis Masson, was sent to South Africa as early as 1772, and dozens more would soon be despatched across the globe: Anton Hove and George Caley, followed by Peter Good, David Nelson, Allan Cunningham, James Bowie, William Kerr and others. (Banks favoured Scots as collectors, as they were frugal and industrious, and did not make the mistake of thinking of themselves as gentlemen rather than servants.) Their mission would not be purely scientific, but also to find plants that would be of benefit to the British Empire. It is thought that almost 7,000 new plant species were introduced to Britain at Banks’s behest.


Banks himself only went on one more expedition. He had planned to join Cook on a second circumnavigation aboard the Resolution, bringing a massive party that unaccountably included two French horn players. But when the extra accommodation he had insisted on rendered the ship unsafe, and the Admiralty scrapped it, Banks high-handedly threatened to pull out. The Admiralty called his bluff, the Resolution departed, and Banks was obliged to arrange his own expedition. There being at that time a fad for volcanoes, he chose Iceland as his destination. The expedition lasted for just six weeks.


Thereafter Banks devoted his energies to Kew and to the Royal Society. In 1778, at the age of just 35, he was elected president, and would serve until only days before his death in 1820. With these two institutions at his command, he would work tirelessly for the rest of his life for the advancement of science, most significantly in botany and agriculture. (The Australian wool industry, the tea industry of Assam and Caribbean mangoes all owe their genesis to Banks.) His library and herbarium at Soho Square became an international meeting place for botanists, even in times of war. Science trumped politics throughout his life: Banks maintained cordial relationships with fellow scientists throughout the French Revolution, Napoleonic Wars and the American War of Independence. The loss of the American colonies however, formerly such a convenient dumping ground for criminals, radical thinkers and religious zealots, did focus his mind on the colonisation of New South Wales, and it was he who proposed Botany Bay as the site for a new penal colony. He became deeply involved with the establishment of the new colony, corresponding with its successive governors right up to his death.
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Banksia serrata by Edward Minchen, from J. H. Maiden and W. S. Campbell, The Flowering Plants and Ferns of New South Wales, 1895–8. In the Sydney region alone there are over 2,000 native plants – more than in the whole of the UK.





At Kew, Banks worked hard with head gardener William Aiton to expand the collections, and by 1789 they were able to publish the Hortus Kewensis, a definitive three-volume list of all the plants at Kew. There were no fewer than 5,600 species. Among them were hothouse exotics and exciting new trees from North America, along with a wide range of plants that promised to be of economic value. Banks saw Kew as ‘a great botanical exchange house for the Empire’, at the centre of a global network of botanic gardens stretching from Jamaica to Calcutta and Ceylon. These were largely the property of the British East India Company, whose merchants and seamen, along with the growing number of army officers, diplomats and missionaries attending to the needs of Empire, were all enjoined, in the name of the king, to contribute whatever they could to Kew. Plants which seemed to offer economic potential – whether fruits or fibres, spices or medicines, or the raw materials needed to supply the new factories of the Industrial Revolution – could be tried out at Kew, and the most promising ones shipped out to the colonies where they might be of most use. At a time when plant products (such as timber, sugar, tea and tobacco) accounted for 90 per cent of global trade, the movement of plants from one subjugated part of the world to another was not perceived as piracy (a late 20th-century notion), but rather as a patriotic enterprise that would reduce hunger, increase wealth and benefit all mankind.
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