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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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1

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.

[image: image]

1. The door to the Palm House.
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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

[image: image]

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
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