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Author’s Note


The ornament used throughout as a chapter opener is based on the palmette design on the interior ironwork of the Palm House.
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OPENING the DOOR
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PUSH OPEN THE HEAVY PALM HOUSE DOOR, AND THE WORLD turns green. The air hangs hot and humid, smelling of unfamiliar vegetation. Take a few steps forward and look up. All that you can see are leaves against the light. The space is immense and the palms dwarf you. The building’s slender columns and arches frame the upright trunks and curving stalks. On a quiet day, you can hear birdsong and water dripping from the plants. Inside, everything is intensified: larger, hotter, more vibrant. Even the sound is amplified.


Walk down the central path to find the tallest palm in the house. Ringed by pale leaf scars, the thick grey trunk of the Cuban royal palm (Roystonea regia) soars straight up, more than fifty feet high. The trunk is so smooth and regular that it invites the touch. Towards the crown, it turns green and then radiates out in feathery plumes. One of its leaves is brushing the glass roof. How long before it breaks through? Its squat neighbour, the Bermuda fan palm (Sabal bermudana) is less inviting. The ridged trunk is wrinkled and cracked, becoming cross-hatched and hairy near the top.


Head past the spiky cycad to the banana bed. Between the ragged banners of leaves dangle fat purple buds; higher up the stalks are clusters of unripe fruit, curving improbably upwards. The swoosh of a long frond, trailed by a gardener, momentarily distracts you. There, among the giant bamboo, is an ornate white staircase, spiralling through the stems. You begin to climb, but halfway up you hit a bank of yet more heat. Your reward is the gallery view: look down onto the patterned foliage, spread out in exquisite geometry, and up to the canopy of crowns, now so much closer. Turn to wipe the steam from the glass, and you can see the tree-lined avenues outside, stretching far into the distance.


For more than 170 years, the Palm House has provided the ultimate spectacle at Kew. Kept at a near constant heat, it defies the passage of the seasons. You can wander through the tropical regions of Africa, the Americas, Australasia, Asia and the Pacific in less than an afternoon. Embowered in vegetation, you can easily lose all sense of direction. The paths seem to loop endlessly, and the ever-changing views from the winding staircases disorientate you further. It is a manicured jungle: the leaves are swept up and the fruit is harvested, but the stone-flagged floor is puddled and branches reach out over the paths. Peering into the beds, you might spot robins or, more rarely, a Chinese water dragon that keeps the number of cockroaches down. Removed from the normal constraints of time and place, the Palm House is both inside and outside, real and staged, here and there.


I have been visiting Kew since my childhood, and have brought my own children to explore its grounds. Over the years in the Gardens, I’ve walked high among the treetops, marvelled at rhododendrons in bloom, and listened wonderstruck at dusk to music generated by a beehive, but nothing can compare to the thrill of the Palm House. It is memorable because the experience is so physical. The environment is overwhelmingly different, even as you encounter plants that furnish household staples at every turn: pepper, sugar, ginger, vanilla. Without doubt, the most magnificent of all the plants on display are the stately palms.


The Palm House is the principal attraction of any visit to Kew. Entering by what is now the main gate, you almost immediately encounter the building, fronted by the ornamental pond and colourful parterre. With its elongated form and elegant curves, the Palm House is at once light and imposing. The glass shell both contains and reveals its living collection. It changes appearance according to the weather and the time of day: silver grey when overcast, golden at sunset. As you walk the grounds, you view it repeatedly from different angles, framed at the end of long vistas: the focal point of the whole Gardens.


The Palm House has long been the emblem of Kew. Once seen, its bold outline is never forgotten. It is not whimsical like the Great Pagoda, or fussily extended like the Temperate House, but sleek and coherent: a masterpiece of design. In her short story ‘Kew Gardens’, first published in 1919, Virginia Woolf described the sudden illumination of the Palm House glass roofs ‘as if a whole market full of shiny green umbrellas had opened in the sun’.1 The graphic artist Edward Bawden repeatedly returned to the subject of the Palm House, celebrating its distinctive form in linocuts, illustrations and posters for the London Underground from 1930 to 1950 (see Plate 30). Steve Sekely’s 1962 science-fiction horror, The Day of the Triffids (based on John Wyndham’s novel), opened with an unsuspecting nightwatchman doing his rounds of the Palm House, stalked by a monstrous man-eating plant. Far-fetched though it may be, the film suggests the status of the Palm House as other-worldly: a place of outlandish plants and futuristic architecture. But although the building is much photographed and fêted, the history of the Palm House is oddly overlooked.


Why is the Palm House at the centre of Kew? To answer this question, we need to go back to the opening years of Queen Victoria’s reign, to the moment when the Gardens – a fraction of the size that they are today – were transferred from royal to public ownership. Over these initial years, additional grants of land greatly expanded the Gardens, and it became possible to imagine a project on the scale of the Palm House. The first director of Kew drove his grand scheme through with vision and determination, but it was long in the making. Six years would pass between an initial inspection of the Royal Gardens and breaking ground for the Palm House.


The breathtaking result came from creative collaboration between a number of remarkable individuals. The design was largely the work of a brilliant outsider who was prepared to risk everything to make his name, but received little public recognition in his lifetime. His exuberant invention was restrained by an urbane and experienced architect. Together, they employed the latest in glass and iron manufacturing techniques to construct a building of unprecedented lightness and grace. The interior display was managed by the curator, who tended his plants with fierce devotion. The surrounding grounds were laid out by an artist-turned-landscape architect who made the Palm House the centrepiece of Kew and, in effect, of the modern botanical world.


With its collection gathered from colonial gardens around the globe, the Palm House proclaimed the extent of Britain’s imperial power. Its innovative design and advanced engineering made the building as much the object of public attention as its spectacular display. Without even boarding a ship, the public could experience the damp heat and lush vegetation of the colonies. In recreating the tropics on the banks of the Thames, the Palm House declared technology’s victory over nature.


We have largely forgotten that palms occupied an unrivalled position in nineteenth-century natural history, literature and art. Supplying every necessity of life, palms were thought to surpass all European vegetation in terms of beauty and abundance. They were associated with effortless bounty and dreams of exotic locations. This book recovers the nineteenth century’s extraordinary fascination with palms. To explore the role played by palms in Victorian culture is to show how much of the world was conceived in terms of a palm zone: a broad region encircling the globe.


This is the story of the foundation of a public institution, a scientific discipline and a dynasty. It is an account of personal ambition and innovation, of science and plant hunting that connects Kew to the empire and the wider tropics. Just as the Palm House sits at the hub of Kew, so Kew once headed a network of colonial botanic gardens. These relations of plants and power are encapsulated in the Palm House. Now, as when it was built, the Palm House provides a glittering prism through which to view Britain’s real and imagined place in the world.
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1. The door to the Palm House.










2


THE INSPECTORS
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IT WAS QUITE THE WORST TIME FOR A GOVERNMENT INSPECTION of the Royal Gardens. A grey haze obscured the sky, and snow remained piled in heaps on the ground. The three inspectors rang for admission at the wooden door which served as the public entrance to the botanic garden on Kew Green. They had spent the previous week investigating frost-blasted gardens in and around London: Windsor Castle, Hampton Court, Buckingham Palace, Kensington Palace and the kitchen garden at Kew. They were authorized to examine the plants, survey the buildings, scrutinize the accounts and interrogate the staff. So far, they had not been impressed. ‘We found all the gardens in excellent wretchedness, the most miserable places that were ever beheld’, one member of the party confided to his wife.1 The ‘discipline of some of the Gardeners’, they noted disapprovingly, ‘is excessively lax, especially with respect to the sobriety of the men’.2 Now it was the turn of the botanic garden at Kew.


The opening months of 1838 had been the coldest in London for a decade. On 20 January, the temperature had plummeted to well below freezing, and a deep frost had set in for a fortnight. The Thames had frozen over, and it had been possible to walk across the river by London Bridge. With the Port of London ice-bound, all river traffic had been suspended. Skittle grounds were set up on the ice, and midstream at Hammersmith, to the west of the city, a sheep was roasted whole. Among the few people to profit from the weather was Patrick Murphy, author of The Weather Almanack (on Scientific Principles, showing the State of the Weather for every day of the year 1838), who had predicted the fall in temperature for 20 January. Despite the inaccuracy of his other forecasts, the Almanack became an immediate bestseller, Murphy earned a small fortune, and, for years after, the period was known as ‘Murphy’s Winter’.


By 19 February the thaw had started, and the Thames was once again navigable. Four miles upstream from Hammersmith, along an extravagant S-shaped bend, was a particularly busy stretch of the river. At this point, the Grand Junction Canal met the Thames, bringing barges down from the Midlands, laden with coal, pottery and glassware for sale in London. At the confluence on the northern bank sat ‘one of the meanest looking towns . . . in all England’.3 With its tenement blocks, cottages, inns and wharfs, Brentford was notorious for its squalor. The muddy High Street formed part of the main route connecting the capital to the West of England. Ten long-distance stagecoaches ran daily to Bath along the narrow road, with other services heading to and from London. There was a constant interchange of passengers and goods from carriages and carts to barges and boats. With its transport links and riverside position, Brentford attracted numerous industries – a soap factory, timber yard, breweries, distilleries, malt houses, tanneries and gas works – and a reputation for dirt, stench and drunkenness.


Happily for the residents on the opposite bank, a conveniently placed island had been planted with poplar trees to block Brentford’s offensive chimneys from view. Here, across the toll bridge over the Thames, was a different world. On the Surrey side, set amid market gardens, pastures and the Royal Pleasure Grounds, lay the affluent village of Kew. Some ninety houses surrounded a triangular green, with a duck pond at one end, the neat brick church of St Anne’s in the middle, and the entrance to the Royal Gardens at the far end. Clustered near the pond were the modest cottages of artisans and tradespeople. Bordering the north and south sides were the gracious homes of the wealthy: attractive, variegated terraces with bay windows and balconies, canopies and fanlights. Set back from the street were substantial houses belonging to two of the young Queen Victoria’s elderly uncles: the Duke of Cambridge and the King of Hanover. Kew was a rural retreat, a ‘courtly village’ where the rich and influential could play at being country folk.4


But, this morning, Kew looked far from inviting. With the temperature just a few degrees above freezing, the snow was turning to dirty slush. Across the whole of the south-east, the severe weather had taken its toll on shrubs and trees. The frost had been so harsh as to split open the branches of evergreen oak. ‘The winter of 1837–8 was in England more injurious to vegetation than any which has occurred in modern times’, a paper read at the Horticultural Society of London declared. ‘At no other time in the history of English gardening have there been so many rare exotics exposed to the naked influence of the climate’.5
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Just eleven acres in extent, the botanic garden was wedged between the royal kitchen garden, the lawns of Kew Palace and the far more extensive Royal Pleasure Grounds. Kew’s connections with the royal family dated back to the 1720s, when Queen Caroline, wife of George II, established the Richmond Lodge estate, which extended some 400 acres along the Thames, from Richmond (the site of a former Tudor palace) to Kew Green. The Prince of Wales and his wife Augusta occupied the White House, close to Kew Green, from the time of their marriage, in 1736. For Augusta, garden improvement was a passion. In 1759, she founded a small physic garden (which, by the time of the inspection, was known as the botanic garden) and commissioned the architect William Chambers to build fashionable follies throughout the Pleasure Grounds, including a one-roomed Alhambra, an ornate mosque and the famous ten-storey Pagoda, which, newly refurbished with brightly gilded dragons, remains to this day.


When Augusta died in 1772, her son George III inherited the White House and joined its garden to that of the neighbouring Richmond estate. From the time that the two gardens were combined, Kew Gardens was known by the plural form. During George III’s reign, the royal family first made use of the gabled red-brick Dutch House – now known as Kew Palace – as a royal nursery and regular summer residence. For George III, Kew was a domestic haven away from court; a pastoral idyll where he could spend time with his family, adopt the life of a gentleman farmer and build his collection of exotic plants.


By the time of the inspection, the small botanic garden was open to members of the public. Under the watchful eye of an accompanying gardener, visitors could tour the walled garden. Located near the entrance was one of the greatest attractions: Napoleon’s Willow, now weeping gently in the thaw. Originally a cutting from the willow that marked Bonaparte’s tomb on St Helena, the tree had been nurtured from a slip under a bell jar by John Smith, the principal foreman who oversaw all practical work in the Gardens. On its first planting out, more than a decade after Napoleon’s defeat at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, the willow had drawn such crowds that the door to the Gardens had given way in the crush, ‘the result being bruises and flattened hats and bonnets’.6 The public flocked to see the fallen emperor transformed, as in some classical myth, into a graceful tree. A high trellis fence now defended it from those who might seek their own cuttings. French visitors had been known to kneel before the tree, heads uncovered, to pay their respects.


Sheltered by a shrubbery, the willow had survived the intense frost of 1838. In the small arboretum, packed with rarities, some of the less hardy trees, including Sir Joseph Banks’ Pine (a prized monkey-puzzle tree from Chile), were bundled up in mats against the cold. The botanic garden’s brick walls afforded a degree of protection to the acacias, myrtles and magnolias that were planted against them. But, at this time of year, neither the large circular bed of grasses nor the herbaceous borders were at their best. The three inspectors tramped the paths, stooping from time to time to examine specimens, surveying all corners of the Gardens.


In one area stood an irregular group of hothouses and greenhouses, ten in number, of varying size, age and condition, containing the spoils of voyages to the Cape of Good Hope, Western Australia and Botany Bay. Each ‘stove’, or hothouse, had its own furnace, and the soot from the chimneys blackened the greenhouse glass and plants around. ‘The Botanical results of scientific Expeditions undertaken for many Years have been deposited at Kew’, the inspection party learnt, ‘and persons expressly engaged to collect Plants and Seeds in Foreign Countries have frequently sent the whole of their collections to this Garden’.7 Picking their way through overstocked greenhouses, the inspectors fingered leaves and peered into propagating pits. The palms, in particular, were outgrowing their accommodation; the roof of the palm stove had been raised four feet, but fronds still regularly smashed through the glass.


The rich plant collection at Kew had been built up during the reign of George III, under the direction of Sir Joseph Banks, the great doyen of natural science in Britain. Cargoes of botanical curiosities had arrived from Australia, the Americas, Africa, India, China and the South Pacific. But, in the decades following the deaths of both Banks and George III in 1820, the botanic garden had fallen from royal favour. The two succeeding monarchs had little interest in rare plants: George IV had lavished more attention on the cast-iron palms of the extravagant Brighton Pavilion; his successor and brother, the less flamboyant former naval officer, William IV, had cut back on royal expenditure. By the time that Victoria inherited the throne in 1837, spending on Kew had dwindled and standards had slipped.
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2. Kew Gardens, 1837–9.


An early priority for the young Victoria in the first months of her reign was to secure the Crown finances. Her limited private resources made it important that Parliament quickly approve the Civil List to set the royal income. This entailed a Treasury review of Royal Household expenditure that placed the Royal Gardens under particular scrutiny. For some years, the management of the Royal Gardens and, in particular, the botanic garden at Kew had been subject to sustained criticism in the horticultural press. In 1827, the pioneering Scottish landscape gardener and writer, John Claudius Loudon, had fired the first salvo. Loudon employed the language of political reform to suggest a complete overhaul of the Royal Gardens: ‘The entire system of royal parks and gardens is rotten, and requires renewal, or radical reformation’.8


For Loudon, the botanic garden stood in the way of the progress of horticulture, which he saw as a potent means of social improvement. Loudon believed that gardening and public gardens contributed substantially to the happiness, education and refinement of taste of men and women of all classes. A passionate advocate of self-improvement, Loudon argued that gardeners should augment their practical knowledge through reading. Given their low rates of pay, professional gardeners could not afford to buy books, so employers should provide them with a library. In Loudon’s view, the regime at Kew did little to foster the education or advancement of gardeners: the journeymen did not have access to botanical books and were paid the same meagre wages as those in commercial nurseries. As Loudon and various correspondents to his Gardener’s Magazine pointed out, Kew received plants from all over the world, but did not distribute them to other gardens in Britain.


The campaign against Kew was reignited, ten years later, at the start of Victoria’s reign, when the combative journalist George Glenny, notorious for his invective and heightened rhetoric, leapt into the fray. Denouncing Kew in the Gardeners’ Gazette as ‘slovenly and discreditable’, the plants as ‘disgracefully dirty’ and so ‘infested with insects’ to ‘justify their being called an Entomological Menagerie’, Glenny announced that he would undertake ‘the Herculean task of enforcing something like improvement’.9 The main target of both Glenny’s and Loudon’s attacks was the seventy-two-year-old William Townsend Aiton, who had charge of the Gardens where he had spent all his working life (as his father before him). In his editorial, Glenny delivered a blunt message: ‘we give Mr. Aiton notice to reform – or quit’.10
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3. William Townsend Aiton, director-general of the Royal Gardens.


Aiton had long been one of the most powerful figures in the horticultural establishment. With Sir Joseph Banks and others, he had founded the Horticultural Society. He had crafted landscapes viewed daily by successive monarchs at Windsor and Buckingham Palace. From 1810 to 1813 he had issued the five-volume Hortus Kewensis, a monumental revised edition of his father’s catalogue of the plants cultivated at Kew. For decades, he had exercised a virtual monopoly over the exotic plants contributed by government collectors, deciding whether – or, more likely, not – other gardeners would have the chance to cultivate new species. His reluctance to distribute plants generated considerable animosity in horticultural circles. According to the Colonial Magazine, the botanist Allan Cunningham used to say that ‘more immortality could be earned by publishing a list of plants dying at Kew, than living in other gardens’.11


In the midst of the press campaign against Kew, the Parliamentary Committee on the Royal Gardens met to nominate members of the inspection party. To head the team, the Committee appointed Dr John Lindley, one of the leading figures of British botany and horticulture. In his late thirties, the hugely energetic Lindley held three jobs simultaneously: he was Professor of Botany at the newly founded University College London, assistant secretary to the Horticultural Society and director of the Chelsea Physic Garden. He was also the author and illustrator of numerous botanical and horticultural books and articles, often in collaboration with Loudon. The son of a failed Norfolk nurseryman, Lindley had never attended university himself, but published his first botanical work, a translation from the French, at the age of twenty, and thereafter worked his way into the highest botanical circles, gaining the patronage of Sir Joseph Banks. He lived in Turnham Green, just a few miles across the river from Kew, close to the Horticultural Society’s garden at Chiswick. Rising at dawn, he habitually worked well into the night. In term time, he would ride into central London to lecture (delivering up to nineteen different lectures a week), while also attending to matters at the Chiswick and Chelsea gardens. Lindley’s immense productivity was driven both by intellectual curiosity and financial necessity; early in life, he had taken on responsibility for his father’s debts, and had never managed to pay them off.12


The second member of the inspection team was the prodigiously talented Joseph Paxton, whose appetite for hard work equalled Lindley’s, and whose own career trajectory would be even more remarkable. His formal education had ended at the age of fourteen, but Paxton excelled as a landscape designer, self-taught engineer and architect. Paxton had trained at the Horticultural Society under Lindley, and there attracted the attention of William Cavendish, the Sixth Duke of Devonshire, who was the Horticultural Society’s landlord and one of the most important patrons of botany in Britain. Invited to work at the Duke’s estate of Chatsworth in Derbyshire, Paxton seemed capable of realizing the Duke’s most extravagant horticultural dreams. He had already established Europe’s largest arboretum at Chatsworth, and was now in the process of building the Great Stove, a glasshouse of his own design which would be the most extensive in the world. Venturing into journalism, Paxton publicized his triumphs and dispensed gardening advice in the Magazine of Botany, the monthly journal that he edited. With Paxton’s inventive genius, flair for publicity and grand ambition, Chatsworth would become the most famous private garden in mid-nineteenth-century Britain.


Paxton and Lindley were close allies and significant figures in horticultural circles, but the third member of the inspection team was a less obvious choice for public service. John Wilson was head gardener to the Earl of Surrey at Worksop Manor in Nottinghamshire. His only notable achievement had been to win a Horticultural Society medal in 1831 for grapes, peaches and nectarines. Wilson was doubtless recommended for the post by his employer, who had a seat on the Royal Gardens Committee as treasurer to the Royal Household. As the Earl of Surrey’s man, Wilson may have acted as the voice of the Royal Household on the inspection team.


Together, the three men were instructed by the Committee to address two main issues: firstly, to advise on the most efficient way to run the kitchen gardens and forcing grounds that supplied vegetables, fruits and flowers to the Royal Household; and secondly, to direct their attention to the structure and purpose of the botanic garden at Kew. Should the Queen continue to finance the botanic garden, or should it become a publicly funded institution? What measures would be required to turn Kew into a leading centre of botanic science? What policy could be pursued to establish a fair distribution of Kew’s duplicate plants? How could all parts of the British Empire both contribute to and benefit from the botanic garden?13 In short, the inspection team was to devise a plan to determine the future of Kew.
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Having surveyed the beds and hothouses, the inspection team repaired to one of the offices to interview the septuagenarian Aiton on his management of the botanic garden. The butt of mounting criticism in the press, Aiton was now obliged to justify his operations, answer detailed questions and open up his ledgers. He faced interrogation from a panel of men half his age, among them the rising stars of the gardening world.


The inspectors first asked Aiton to give an account of the botanic garden staff, their duties and rates of pay, starting with himself. Aiton enjoyed a handsome allowance of £1,000 a year (around four times the salary earned by Paxton at Chatsworth), a substantial house with rates and fuel paid, plus free forage for his horse. Next in line came John Smith, the principal foreman, in charge of the practical management of the Gardens. Smith received £100 a year, and was provided with a small house and weekly allowance for fuel and candles.14 The team was told that Smith had embarked on the lengthy job of naming the plants. The correct identification of plants was of central importance to a botanic garden, a task which, according to Lindley, properly belonged to ‘a man of high scientific attainments, aided by an extensive herbarium and considerable library’, rather than ‘a foreman, paid small weekly wages for cultivating plants’, even one of Smith’s outstanding ‘zeal and assiduity’.15 In a defensive move, Aiton said that he could not be held answerable for the plant names. Evidently much of the responsibility for the botanic garden had devolved upon Smith. Starting as a journeyman, Smith had worked at Kew for eighteen years, and had risen through the ranks by virtue of his skill, expertise and tremendous application. Now in his late thirties, Smith was in charge of ten gardeners (six trainees and four labourers), with additional staff in the summer, who each received a wage of twelve shillings a week.


Aiton was next required to lay the botanic garden records before the inspection party. The accounts showed that the annual funding for the botanic garden had decreased over the previous decade by around a third. Aiton also presented the books of incoming and outgoing plants: seven folio volumes to register plants received by the botanic garden, but only just over one full volume to record plants distributed – the disproportion apparently proving Aiton’s reluctance to share the collection. Aiton had assumed that the botanic garden was a private garden, and so had only given plants to those likely to return the favour.16


In fact, the precise status of the botanic garden had always been unclear. How far could it be considered solely a private institution? While the Royal Household was responsible for the garden’s foundation and maintenance, many of the exotic plants had been provided by government-funded collectors. This led Lindley to conclude that the botanic garden should not be regarded exclusively as the monarch’s private property.17 Members of the public were admitted every afternoon, save Sunday. The botanic garden suffered no damage from the public, Aiton reported, however the need to supervise visitors took labourers away from gardening duties. But, wondered Lindley, given the lack of any overall scheme of plant identification or attempt at classification, what possible advantage could a visitor derive from a trip to Kew, ‘except that of a pleasant walk’?18


The day’s interrogation left Aiton feeling shaken. Abrupt in manner, Lindley had been far from deferential in his questioning. Had he been wise, worried Aiton, to dissociate himself from the plant names supplied by Smith? He fired off a letter to Lindley to assert his belief in the importance of the correct scientific labelling of plants, ‘for the advantage of the visitors generally, as well as for the instruction of the gardeners’.19 Lindley, however, was unconvinced: ‘It is difficult to reconcile this statement with the fact, that up to a recent period no means had been taken to carry such an object into effect’.20 In a second letter, Aiton sought to explain the scant records of outgoing plants. ‘Many plants, seeds and cuttings in small quantities have been given to amateurs, of which no account has been taken’, he wrote.21 But Lindley remained unpersuaded by Aiton’s justification of his regime: ‘it really does seem impossible to say that it has been conducted with . . . liberality or anxiety to promote the ends of science, and to render it useful to the country’.22
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Aiton’s concern was well founded. A week and a half later, Lindley’s report was sent to the Committee. While commending Aiton’s defence of the public’s right of access to the Gardens and praising the good cultivation and state of the plants’ health, even in overcrowded greenhouses, the report found that Kew lacked the most basic requirements of a botanic garden: there was no evidence of classification, no systematic arrangement, no comprehensive labelling, no regular communication with colonial botanic gardens. ‘It is little better than a waste of money to maintain it in its present state’, pronounced the forthright Lindley; ‘it fulfils no intelligible purpose, except that of sheltering a large quantity of rare and valuable plants’.23 As far as Lindley was concerned, there were only two options: ‘it should either be at once taken for public purpose, gradually made worthy of the country, and converted into a powerful means of promoting national science, or it should be abandoned’.24


But, at this point, the whole tenor and tone of the report changed. What followed was an expansive vision of a transformed Kew, perfectly pitched to appeal to current ideas of scientific progress, national pride and imperial sentiment. The public botanic garden had long been accepted as a sign of civilization, Lindley asserted; how strange then that England, ‘the most wealthy and most civilized kingdom in Europe’, should lack one (particularly when Edinburgh and Dublin boasted such establishments).25 Like Loudon, Lindley believed that public gardens improved the moral and educational condition of the nation. A public botanic garden would ‘undoubtedly become an efficient instrument in refining the taste, increasing the knowledge, and augmenting the amount of rational pleasures’ of the working classes, he declared.26 Beyond this, the benefits of a public botanic garden at Kew would radiate even further. Widening his view to encompass the whole of the British Empire, Lindley asserted that Kew would act as the headquarters of a global network of colonial botanic gardens. With Kew at the centre, the botanic gardens in India, Australia, the Indian Ocean and the West Indies would be able to exchange information and supplies more effectively. Not only could plants and advice be provided to newly established colonies, such a system would also confer untold advantage to whole fields of British endeavour: medicine, commerce, manufacture, horticulture and agriculture. The colonies would offer up their natural resources to Britain, aiding ‘the mother country in every thing that is useful in the vegetable kingdom’.27


This grand vision could be achieved with ease, Lindley claimed. All that was needed was to expand the present botanic garden by some thirty acres, build additional glasshouses, arrange and name the plants, develop nurseries and establish separate departments for medicinal, economic and agricultural plants. ‘There is no sort of difficulty in effecting all this, and more, except the cost’. The initial sum Lindley estimated at £20,000, and then a £4,000 annual grant. It was ‘inconceivable that Parliament would refuse the money for this purpose’, he optimistically concluded.28


The force of Lindley’s rhetoric and reasoning persuaded the members of the Royal Gardens Committee. They forwarded the report to the Treasury with the recommendation that financial responsibility for the botanic garden be immediately transferred from royal to government coffers. ‘It appears worse than useless to keep it in its present state’, they commented curtly. The Treasury should decide whether or not to maintain the botanic garden as a public institution, ‘but we think the public would scarcely approve of its abandonment, and if it is to be kept up it should be maintained on a scale creditable to the Character of the nation, and to the present state of Botanical Science in this Country’.29


The Lords of the Treasury, however, thought otherwise. They had embarked on the review of royal expenditure with an eye to economy, and were in no rush to endorse a plan that entailed extensive spending. Equally unconvinced was Lord Melbourne, the Whig Prime Minister, who acted as Queen Victoria’s trusted advisor. In her journal entry for 30 April 1838, Victoria recorded a conversation in which Melbourne signalled his disapproval of the Royal Gardens Committee. ‘It does not seem a very prudent Committee’, Melbourne had remarked. Although somewhat hazy on the details, Victoria recalled that ‘a Dr. Somebody of the Horticultural Gardens, and the gardener of the Duke of Devonshire’s at Chatsworth, who never thought of what was economy, were on the Committee’.30 The Queen herself had no interest in the gardens and considered them a drain on the Royal Household finances. As she complained in her journal, ‘there’s that Botanical Garden at Kew, which I don’t care at all about, and which it would be as well to give up’.31 Lord Melbourne, however, restrained her from such precipitate action: ‘the Public’, he told the Queen, ‘might possibly vote a sum for it’; in which case, the botanic garden ‘became in fact, public property’.32


Far from acting immediately, the Treasury and the Commissioners of Woods and Forests sat on the report. There were more pressing matters occupying the government and Royal Household than the fate of the Royal Gardens. In May 1839, the so-called ‘Bedchamber Crisis’ erupted. After a government bill had been passed on the narrowest of margins, Melbourne tendered his resignation as Prime Minister. The Queen was compelled to invite the Tory Robert Peel to become Prime Minister, but then refused to comply with Peel’s demand to dismiss a number of the Whig Ladies of the Bedchamber. Peel in turn declined to take up office, and Melbourne was swiftly reinstated. In addtion to governmental upheaval, there were two great state occasions to finance and orchestrate: the Queen’s coronation in June 1838 and her wedding to Albert in February 1840.


For two years, the matter of Kew was shelved. Throughout this time, members of the government were aware that there remained the most economical course of action of all. They could always decide on the second of the two options outlined by Lindley, the outcome favoured by both the Queen and the Prime Minister: that the botanic garden could simply be abandoned.
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THE CONTENDERS
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WHITEHALL MAY HAVE CHOSEN TO IGNORE KEW, BUT FOR THOSE directly affected, the botanic garden was a matter of consuming interest. Given the criticism contained in the report and his advancing years, it seemed likely that William Townsend Aiton would shortly resign or retire, but it was far from clear who might succeed him as director. Was this a post for a botanist or a horticulturist? A well-connected gentleman scientist or a practical gardener? How far would the government accept the terms of the report? And would the botanic garden even survive the policy of retrenchment? The uncertainty over the future of the garden would, in the words of the amateur botanist Frederick Scheer, shake the ‘Botanical world’ from ‘the even tenor of its way’.1


At the time of the enquiry, Joseph Paxton boasted of his own chances of securing the £1,000-a-year post. ‘I know I could get the place with the least exertion, if the Duke would part with me’, Paxton wrote to his wife. ‘I am sure Dr. Lindley is dying for me to get it – he thinks I should make something of Her Majesty’s Gardens if I was at the head’.2 But, Paxton added, he owed the Duke of Devonshire his loyalty and would not apply (although he would not omit ‘to tell the Duke that all this has been within my mark’).3 He imagined that the job would be far from the sinecure that it had been, rather ‘all anxiety and care’, since the botanic garden would require a complete renovation. In any case, Paxton told his wife, the salary might be cut to £600, and then the post would not be worth having.4


It was perhaps just as well that Paxton did not put John Lindley’s support to the test. From the very beginning, Lindley had set his own sights on the directorship of Kew. Lindley was always worried about his precarious personal finances, and he was beginning to grow weary of his extraordinary burden of work. A well-remunerated post at Kew would certainly ease his situation. In compiling the official report, Lindley had in some sense written his own job description. By emphasizing the scientific role of a reconfigured Kew, he implied the need for a future director with serious scientific credentials. Given Kew’s projected significance in national and imperial affairs, the director should be capable of moving in the highest circles. Lindley’s appointment by the Committee already proved the strength of his government connections. Over the years, he had carefully cultivated official, scientific and aristocratic contacts, including the Whig Duke of Devonshire. Lindley gave Devonshire a copy of his report and arranged for the institutions that employed him – the Horticultural Society and the University of London – to send petitions in support of the report’s recommendations to the House of Commons. Aware that the directorship might soon become available, Lindley set about activating his acquaintances.
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4. John Lindley, 1866.


Among the first to be contacted was his long-standing friend Sir William Hooker, Professor of Botany at Glasgow University. Fourteen years Lindley’s senior, Hooker also originated from Norfolk, and had preceded Lindley at Norwich Grammar School. A genial man, Hooker had helped Lindley from the start of the younger man’s career. Hearing of Lindley’s botanical aptitude, Hooker had encouraged the eighteen-year-old to consult his private library and herbarium. Then he had secured Lindley his first job by introducing him to Sir Joseph Banks. A decade later, when Hooker turned down the Chair of Botany at University College London, Lindley was appointed in his place. So it was with every assurance that, on the first day of the enquiry, Lindley dashed off a confidential note to Hooker: ‘If anything worth having should originate out of this investigation I hope they will give it to me, for I want it much, and I hope I may calculate upon your interest . . . This however quite between ourselves’.5


Lindley’s letter threw his friend into confusion. For years, Hooker had aimed at the directorship of Kew himself. He was a popular and charismatic figure at Glasgow University. Tall, handsome and energetic, Hooker had the gift of charming an audience. His lectures attracted members of the public as well as students. He was in charge of the Glasgow Botanic Gardens, which he had relocated and greatly expanded; he was the editor of the prestigious Curtis’s Botanical Magazine and author of numerous botanical works; he had been knighted two years previously for his services to botany. To cap his career, Hooker longed for nothing more than to be appointed director of Kew. On an earlier rumour of Aiton’s retirement, he had attempted to secure the post by lobbying politicians and aristocrats – in particular, John Russell, the Sixth Duke of Bedford, keen horticulturalist, botanist and head of the prominent Whig family. As a result of his campaign, the Duke of Argyll, then Lord Steward of the Royal Household, had assured Hooker that the directorship would be his, should a vacancy arise during his term of office. On hearing the recent news about Kew, Hooker had immediately fired off letters to six of his most powerful advocates, setting the wheels of his own networking machine in motion.
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5. Sir William Jackson Hooker, 1851.


Hooker was sharply aware that his former protégé might deprive him of his long-cherished goal. Up to this point, Hooker had been the senior figure in their relationship, but the balance of power seemed to be shifting. Lindley was situated close to the seat of government and was intimately involved in the process of restructuring at Kew. He had sent a copy of his report to Hooker’s patron, the Duke of Bedford. It was unclear if his role in the enquiry would render him more or less likely to be appointed. Should Hooker reveal his interest to Lindley or bide his time? Would the rivalry affect their friendship? The day after receiving Lindley’s letter, Hooker picked up his pen:




My dear Friend


. . . I write to you just now . . . because of what you state relative to Kew: & this I do not without some pain; – for I know how hard it is even for two very intimate friends to be Candidates for one & the same appointment, without some feelings of jealousy arising. Let me hope however that such will not be the case in the present instance. But it is impossible now that you have opened your mind to me in this matter that I can, as a man of honour, keep you in the dark respecting my views & feelings & wishes on the subject, even though such a communication may be prejudicial to my interests.6





With a disarming combination of frankness and rectitude, Hooker set about asserting his right to the post. First, he established a claim of priority: ‘so long ago as the early part of the year 1834’, he told Lindley, the directorship of Kew had been promised him by ‘the Nobleman in whose gift it lay’. Not only this, but ‘(unknown to me) he had fixed upon me 6 years before’. It was ‘a very sincere desire to return to England’ that motivated him. Hooker concluded by comparing Lindley’s financial situation and prospects with his own: ‘I am truly sorry to hear you say that you want the situation much – for I really had an idea that your several appointments & occupations were very lucrative; – much more so than mine: & you have the high advantage arising from a residence near the Metropolis’.7 Hooker clearly implied that he had an equal – if not greater – moral claim to the job than Lindley.


But Lindley was not prepared to concede the ground. In his reply, he justified his desire for the directorship in terms of relief from his heavy workload: ‘I have as such a fairly good income, but no human being can imagine the labour with which it is acquired’. Appealing to his friend’s sympathy – ‘I am perfectly certain that I shall be able to bear such exertion but for a few years longer’ – Lindley asserted that it was quite natural for him to seek a job that would produce the same income with less fatigue. While there might be no immediate prospects at Kew, he could match Hooker’s assertions of long-standing interest and high-level backing (in his case, from the Tory former Foreign and Colonial Secretary, Lord Aberdeen). In a more conciliatory tone, Lindley expressed his faith in their enduring friendship: ‘Pray believe me when I say that no one should feel more pleasure at your returning among us Southerners than myself, and if fate fixes you at Kew, so much the better as we shall be neighbours’.8 Should the situation be reversed, he imagined that Hooker would be equally pleased for him. Reassured by these mutual protestations of good will, the two men set about the contest in earnest.
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Hooker feverishly pressed his qualifications on everyone from the Prime Minister and the Chancellor of the Exchequer down. He approached Lindley’s patron, the Duke of Devonshire, only to be told that the Duke had that very day written to recommend Lindley to Lord Melbourne.9 His own advocate, the Duke of Bedford, lobbied his many political acquaintances, and asked his younger son, Lord John Russell, a member of Melbourne’s cabinet, to explain to the Queen the importance of establishing Kew as a national botanic garden.10 Hooker wrote to his friend, the mathematician, botanist and former Whig MP, William Henry Fox Talbot – then engaged in the optical researches that would lead to his invention of photography – to urge him to action: ‘if the friends of Horticulture do not soon come forward, I fear Kew will be sacrificed’.11 Fox Talbot took up the cause with the Linnean Society, theNottinghamshire. learned society devoted to the study of natural history (and named after the great Swedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus). Fox Talbot proposed a motion, unanimously adopted by the Linnean Society Council, to petition the House of Commons in support of Kew. ‘Whether we shall do any good’, Fox Talbot observed to Hooker, ‘time will show’.12


Hooker related every move in his campaign to his confidant and father-in-law, Dawson Turner. Hooker seems to have learnt his networking skills and devotion to correspondence from Turner, a man of great energy and wide-ranging interests, who had made his fortune as a Norfolk banker, but spent his spare time in botanical and antiquarian pursuits (and would think nothing of writing twenty-two letters between dinner and bedtime).13 Hooker first met Turner, who was just ten years his senior, in 1805, at the age of twenty-one. Hooker’s calling card was a species of moss previously unknown in Britain. As his son later wrote, Hooker’s subsequent visit to Turner ‘led to the colouring of his future life’.14 Turner swiftly set the young Hooker to work illustrating his magnum opus on seaweeds, proposed him for election to the Linnean Society and supplied the all-important introduction to Sir Joseph Banks. Turner found Hooker’s assistance so invaluable and his company so congenial that he established him as the manager of a nearby brewery, encouraged his botanical pursuits and admitted him to the family circle.


The Turner household was run along unusual lines. Dawson Turner’s wife, Mary, was an accomplished artist, and her six daughters were educated at home, tutored in Latin, Greek, French, German and Italian by their father, and trained as artists by the acclaimed watercolourist, John Sell Cotman. While Dawson Turner spent his day in the banking office situated on the ground floor, the female members of the family were occupied in scholarly and artistic activities overhead. As soon as they were old enough, the daughters joined the industrious family workshop, cataloguing and illustrating Dawson Turner’s extensive botanical and antiquarian collections. Ten years after he had first made Turner’s acquaintance, Hooker married the eldest of the Turner daughters, eighteen-year-old Maria. A reluctant and unsuccessful brewery manager, Hooker continued to pursue his botanical interests and, in 1820, through the recommendation of Banks, was appointed Professor of Botany at Glasgow University. As a parting gift, Turner donated his herbarium and – because Hooker’s classical skills were somewhat lacking – composed Hooker’s inaugural lecture in Latin.15


Ever-attentive to his son-in-law’s career, Turner assisted Hooker in plotting his strategy for Kew. They agreed that Hooker’s main advantage lay in his relative cheapness. Hooker imagined that Lindley would ‘strain every nerve’ to gain a handsome salary.16 Lindley, as he confided to his father-in-law, would not be satisfied with anything less than £1,000 a year, whereas he himself would be happy with £600. In January 1839, Hooker made the journey from Glasgow to London to present his case in person to Thomas Spring-Rice, the Chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘I frankly told Mr. S. Rice what my present income was & what I would be satisfied with here’, he reported to Turner. To Hooker and Turner’s delight, Spring-Rice hinted that the appointment which Lindley ‘had carved out for himself will come to nothing’.17


But as the months wore on, and the government’s aversion to public spending became more marked, Hooker’s optimism drained away. In April 1839 he had nothing satisfactory to report to Turner, and by July he was despondent: ‘I almost despair of anything coming of Kew’, he told Turner. ‘The D. of Bedford & all my friends say that with the present state of finances Ministers will not consent to any additional outlay there’.18 Then, in October 1839, Hooker’s situation suddenly took an abrupt turn for the worse. During a trip to his Scottish estate for the annual grouse-shooting season, the seventy-three-year-old Duke of Bedford suffered a fatal stroke. All at once, Hooker’s chances were significantly diminished. He had lost his most highly placed informant and staunchest supporter. Without Bedford’s influential backing, Hooker feared that the path was left wide open for Lindley.
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Locked in their rivalry and calculations, Hooker and Lindley only saw the other as a serious contender for the post. But the campaigning journalist John Claudius Loudon, who had initiated the call for the reform of Kew, fixed on a fellow Scotsman as a candidate: John Smith, the principal foreman at Kew. Writing in the Gardener’s Magazine for April 1838, Loudon commented: ‘we trust the merits of that modest and unassuming man, and thoroughly scientific botanist and gardener, Mr. Smith, will not be forgotten. If Mr. Aiton resigns . . . Mr. Smith is, we think, the fittest man in England for the Kew Botanic Garden’.19 In backing Smith, Loudon was challenging the class assumptions that generally barred a working man from high office. His characterization of Smith as a ‘thoroughly scientific botanist and gardener’ also troubled the distinction between two socially differentiated occupations: the man of science on the one hand, and the practical horticulturalist on the other.


A self-taught botanist of humble origins, John Smith embodied the principle of self-improvement so greatly admired at the time – not least by Loudon himself. The son of a gardener in Fife, Smith had been educated at the parish school of Pittenweem. Like many rural children, he worked in the fields during the harvest-time holidays to help pay his school fees. His whole education, he claimed, cost no more than five pounds. He left school at thirteen, having just started to study Latin, to be apprenticed to his father, and, for a number of years thereafter, he worked as a journeyman gardener in Fife. At nineteen, through his father’s friendship with William McNab, the curator, he secured a place at the Royal Botanic Garden at Edinburgh, where he was permitted to attend the botanical lectures laid on for medical students. ‘Here I met with minds congenial with my own’, Smith recalled, ‘and although four of us lived in a back shed one-roomed bothy, all personal discomforts were forgotten, our leisure time being entirely employed with books, and in drying specimens of plants’.20 Out of his wages of nine shillings a week, Smith managed to purchase a Latin Flora of British plants, and he painstakingly worked his way through the descriptions, with the assistance of a glossary and Latin dictionary.
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6. John Smith, 1876.


Two years later, armed with a letter of recommendation from William McNab, Smith journeyed south. Smith was part of the great exodus of nineteenth-century Scots who sought to improve their employment prospects by emigrating to England. With few opportunities at home, Scottish gardeners were much in demand in England, where they were generally considered better educated, more resourceful and steadier than their English counterparts. As an 1826 correspondent to the Gardener’s Magazine recalled of his early days as a jobbing gardener in London: ‘I had a good deal of employment at first, partly from the circumstance of being a Scotchman, being called by the people who employ jobbers, a professed gardener’.21 The horticultural press advanced various theories to account for this preference for Scots. Trained to cope with challenging weather conditions, Scottish gardeners were thought to develop particular skills of attentiveness and persistence. The bothy system – where trainee gardeners lived together in basic lodgings – was credited with producing self-reliant individuals, whose bonds with fellow trainees gave them a firm sense of professional identity.22 Smith himself ascribed the superior skills of Scottish gardeners to the excellence of the education system: ‘the parish school education being much more liberal and free than the national school class education in England’, Scottish gardeners were ‘acquainted with Geometry and mensuration, and had their scales and compasses with them, and the contrary with the English’.23 Whatever the basis for their success, it is evident that Scots, working as gardeners, nurserymen and plant collectors, dominated nineteenth-century horticulture – as was also the case in the medical and engineering professions – not only in Britain, but throughout the empire.24


The Royal Gardens were no exception to this rule. Kew was, in fact, a central nexus in the Scottish horticultural network. The first supervisor of the Gardens at Kew had been William Aiton (father to William Townsend Aiton), who was said to have walked all the way from Lanarkshire to London to find work, first at Chelsea Physic Garden and then at Princess Augusta’s garden at Kew. His son and successor had engaged the Ayrshire-born William McNab at Kew for the first decade of the nineteenth century, before McNab returned to Scotland to take up the curatorship of the Edinburgh Botanic Garden, where Smith encountered him. By the time that Smith arrived at Aiton’s door, bearing a letter of recommendation from McNab, he was following a well-worn route and would have been assured of a friendly reception.


Aiton initially placed Smith in the kitchen gardens at Kensington Palace to learn the art of forcing pineapples, grapes and peaches for the royal table. Then, in 1822, Smith was transferred to Kew, where his early duties involved tending the hothouse furnaces. In weekly rotation, one of the junior gardeners would be designated ‘fireman’ and kitted out in uniform (which they all shared, whatever their size) to heave coals and cart ashes away. Once the working day was over, Smith devoted himself to study. With his personal library now amounting to four volumes, Smith was ‘looked upon as the most learned in plants in the garden’.25


With his determination and attentiveness, Smith quickly rose through the ranks. Within a year, he was promoted to foreman of the hothouses and propagating department. To Smith’s care were entrusted the new plants that arrived, in varying states of health, from collectors across the globe. He became accomplished at nursing plants back to vigour and coaxing seeds into life. In addition to his cultivating duties, Smith increasingly took charge of the management of the gardeners. A stern disciplinarian, Smith was a highly effective, if less than amiable, foreman. He kept a close eye on the gardeners. ‘It was a rule at Kew, enforced by the penalty of dismissal, that no gardener should take tips from visitors’, recalled J. W. Thomson, one of Smith’s trainees, ‘but I know this rule was often broken when a tempting douceur was offered’. Smith, however, never turned a blind eye, being ‘an uncompromising stickler for the rules’, which, according to Thomson, ‘accounted, perhaps, for his unpopularity’.26


Smith’s reputation for unwavering probity and the strict adherence to guidelines was forged early in his career. A year into his tenure as foreman, Smith’s determination to pursue a miscreant gardener resulted in an extraordinary and widely reported trial at the Old Bailey. On the morning of 29 January 1824, Smith discovered that a number of rare plants had disappeared from the propagating house and noticed a trail of footprints outside. The missing exotics included Banksia grandis from Australia, Jacquinia mexicana from Central America, and two rare specimens of a climbing spiked palm, Calamus niger. Aiton and Smith went directly to the office of the Bow Street Runners to report the loss to the police. As a precautionary measure, Kew was placed on lockdown, with all the gardeners confined to a shed and provided with wooden benches and mats to sleep on.27


The investigating officer, George Ruthven, was famous for leading the dramatic arrest, four years earlier, of the radicals of the Cato Street Conspiracy, suspected of plotting to assassinate the Prime Minister and the entire cabinet. With his customary determination, Ruthven went with Smith the same day to track down the stolen plants at Colville’s Nursery in Chelsea. Ruthven ordered Robert Sweet, the nursery manager and a respected botanical writer, to open up the glasshouses, and invited Smith to inspect the rows of plants. With typical assurance, Smith quickly located the specimens stolen from the propagating house, now repotted in Colville’s glasshouse. On the basis of Smith’s confident identification, Sweet was arrested and charged with ‘feloniously receiving . . . seven plants, value 7l., and seven garden pots, value 6d., the goods of our Lord the King, which on the same day, at Kew, in the County of Surrey, had been feloniously stolen’.28


Sweet’s trial was attended ‘by many persons celebrated for their scientific and literary acquirements’, reported the Morning Chronicle.29 The prosecution case was that Michael Hogan, a gardener at Kew, had stolen the plants and sent them in a box to Sweet. A fellow gardener, Charles Noyes, testified that, on the evening of 28 January, Hogan had given him a box addressed to Sweet, which he had taken, at Hogan’s request, across the river to the Waggon & Horses, one of the many pubs in Brentford that served as staging posts. On the morning of 29 January, according to Mary North, the pub landlady, and Thomas Oakshot, a tallow chandler-cum-deliveryman, the box had been loaded onto a coach and delivered by Oakshot to Sweet at Colville’s Nursery on the King’s Road. The following day, it was discovered that Hogan had absconded, without waiting to collect the six days’ pay owed to him. Hogan had not been seen at Kew since.


In Sweet’s defence, a number of prominent witnesses were summoned, including William Anderson, the curator of the Chelsea Physic Garden, and the bookseller and publisher John Ridgway, to testify to Sweet’s unimpeachable character and reputation as ‘the first practical botanist in Europe’.30
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