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Introduction

Living Dangerously

Twenty years ago I stumbled into making an arboretum at my home in Ireland. I called it the ‘New Grove’ and had little idea where it was leading me.

My choice of a site was unusual: an eighteenth-century shelter belt of beech and oak and sycamore planted to shield the house from the worst of the north-easterly gales. Already half the shelter belt had succumbed to these storms and the surviving beech were living on borrowed time. Should we restore the shelter belt by planting young beech and oak and sycamore? Of course that was the sensible plan – and the preference of my wife, Valerie. But I yearned for something more exotic. Why not live dangerously?

I could plant a hundred young trees I had recently collected as seeds in China and Tibet. The contrast would be irresistible: maples, canary-yellow in autumn and a foil for purple magnolias, leathery cork oaks beside silver-coated firs, and all these newcomers at the feet of the giants of the forest. So the New Grove led me, step by step, to the New Arboretum.

And it encouraged me to embark on a new journey by writing this history of arboretums and their origins.

Today there are several hundred collections of trees actively managed in Britain. The most ambitious is the giant arboretum founded by the Holford family at Westonbirt in the early nineteenth century. Now the jewel in the crown of the Forestry Commission, its coat of many colours in autumn draws in tens of thousands of visitors every year. At the other extreme there are numerous small collections of trees hidden away in back yards by passionate but secretive collectors.

How many of these collections deserve the sonorous name of ‘arboretum’? There is no consensus for a definition. The one I prefer is this: ‘a documented collection of trees planted for scientific study or enjoyment’. Unlike the trees in a woodland garden these are specimen trees. They do not merge – or are not supposed to merge – with their companions. You can study them and enjoy them in the round.

When were the first arboretums planted in Britain and Ireland? In the opening section of this book, Roots, I have traced their shadowy history. The pioneer in the early seventeenth century was a daring tree hunter, the elder John Tradescant. His collections included apricots from the Barbary coast of North Africa and fir trees from the wilds of Arctic Russia. His son of the same name took ship for Virginia and returned with seeds of many American trees that would soon be famous. These included the red maple, the swamp cypress and the tulip tree.

In 1664 John Evelyn launched his book Sylva – perhaps the most influential book on trees ever published – and it appears that his own collection was rich in exotics. The majority of the trees portrayed in Sylva had been introduced from Europe, Asia or America. Evelyn was followed by Henry Compton, Bishop of London, who also revelled in exotic trees. To add to his collection, he sent out a young clergyman, John Banister, briefed to hunt for trees in Virginia and the other colonies of eastern America. Banister was killed in a shooting accident, but before he died he had sent back seeds enough to make a dazzling collection of new trees and shrubs. These included the liquidambar or sweetgum, the scarlet oak and the first of the magnolias to reach Britain, the sweet bay.

By the mid-eighteenth century we come, for the first time, to a collection described in print as an arboretum. Originally the word was simply the Latin for a ‘grove of trees’. By 1763 it was being used, in the modern sense, to describe the small collection of trees planted for Princess Augusta in the royal estate at Kew. After her death in 1772 the gardens at Kew were dramatically enlarged by her son, George III, trusting to the advice of Sir Joseph Banks, a distinguished amateur botanist and former plant hunter on Cook’s first expedition. Meanwhile the fashion for rich landowners to create arboretums was slowly spreading.

In the second section of this book, Trunks, I have followed the trail of these landowners – from the Duke of Argyll to his nephew, the Earl of Bute – and to the men they commissioned to scour the world in the hunt for trees.

Many of these pioneering tree hunters – like Archibald Menzies and David Douglas – became famous. As the fashion for arboretums spread to smaller landowners and professional men, the numbers of tree hunters swelled. So did the number of nurserymen selling trees and shrubs. By the early nineteenth century the best known arboretum in the world was the Horticultural Society’s 30-acre garden at Chiswick.

It was this society (now the RHS with more than half a million members) which commissioned David Douglas to risk his life in the wilds of what are now Oregon and California. Douglas sent back the seeds of many of the trees that now dominate British arboretums (and British forestry): the noble fir, the Sitka spruce, the Monterey pine and the eponymous Douglas fir. Douglas himself died miserably in Hawaii, gored to death by a wild bull.

The third section of the book, Branches, is dominated by a trio of dukes and a young Scotsman of genius. From each came a new sort of arboretum. The Duke of Marlborough arranged his huge collection at Whiteknights in a series of theatrical settings. But he was beggared by the cost, and soon went bankrupt. The Duke of Bedford arranged his collection of trees at Woburn in a two-mile-long twisting circuit around the pleasure ground. It was the Duke of Devonshire at Chatsworth who created the most scientific and up-to-date version of an arboretum. There were no fewer than fifty genera of trees and more than five hundred individual specimen trees arranged in a botanical sequence. The trees had been selected and arranged by his brilliant young gardener, Joseph Paxton, and received the blessing of the young Scotsman of genius. This was John Claudius Loudon, the owner and editor of the Gardener’s Magazine, and the high priest of the new cult of the arboretum.

In 1833 Loudon launched his campaign to make Britain what he called a ‘paradise’. He was intoxicated by arboretums. Gone would be the monotonous mixture of trees and shrubs now planted by public authorities. Instead the great London parks – Hyde Park, Regent’s Park and Greenwich Park – would be replanted as arboretums. The cornucopia of exotic shapes and colours would delight the public – and educate them in the new science of botany. This was his vision and he struggled to make it a reality. By the end of the decade he had completed only one arboretum of his own: a pioneering design for a public arboretum in the town of Derby. He also risked going bankrupt by publishing a hugely expensive eight-volume work, Arboretum et Fruticetum Britannicum, before dying exhausted in 1843.

For the rest of the nineteenth century, and the first decades of the twentieth, it was Loudon’s ideas that dominated the design of arboretums. Sheffield and Nottingham followed the example set by Derby. There were also many private collections of trees. The most ambitious by far was Robert Holford’s private arboretum at Westonbirt in Gloucestershire, begun in 1839. Holford was a little-known squire, but he had two enormous advantages. He had just inherited a cool million pounds from a bachelor uncle. And the nineteenth century was proving a golden age for millionaires eager to employ tree hunters.
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Entrance at the Derby arboretum

So I have concentrated in this book on Westonbirt’s astonishing collection. It has turned out to be the most complete and comprehensive in Europe. Many of the rarest trees are now giants. And what giants were the tree hunters who risked their lives to supply Westonbirt! It would be hard to do justice to these long-suffering explorers. In North America the heroes were Archibald Menzies, David Douglas and William Lobb; in China William Kerr and Robert Fortune; in Japan Philip von Siebold and James Veitch; in China again Ernest Wilson and George Forrest. I have documented their triumphs and their numerous misfortunes.

In the epilogue, Twigs, I have revisited some of the most important collections. A few are still intact – like Westonbirt – and even expanding. Bishop Compton’s garden at Fulham has been lovingly restored. But many have been lost, or found a new role as a public park or a woodland garden. And they have had few modern successors on any scale.

Why has the fashion for arboretums slowly ebbed and died? For the same reason, perhaps, as the fashion for building large country houses. Large landowners now choose other sources of study and enjoyment – and other ways to impress their friends. And trees grow more slowly than buildings. To create a great new arboretum will cost enthusiasts half a lifetime, and that is not for them.

There’s another reason for the decline of this cult. What made the nineteenth century a golden age for arboretums was the drama that followed the tree hunt. New trees arrived in Britain with every post, dispatched by the tree hunters from the wilds of America and the East. Would the trees rejoice in Britain’s wayward climate – or fade like the consumptives in so many Victorian homes? No one knew. But tree hunters were not the only ones at the cutting edge. Tree collectors, too, shared the delirium of success and disaster.

In my own small arboretum in Ireland, I have shared some of that excitement. I have added more than fifty new specimen trees from seed I collected in China and the Himalayas. Some are already more than thirty feet tall – maples, oaks, magnolias, silver firs. But six more of the giant beech trees have now succumbed to winter storms, crushing a few frail newcomers. Perhaps my wife Valerie was right. Was it sensible to create an arboretum under the shadow of beech trees living on borrowed time?



ROOTS



CHAPTER 1

The Storm

The storm hit London soon after midnight on 26 November 1703. His red-brick house shook in the blast as forty-year-old Daniel Defoe waited ready at hand with his notebook. One day in the future his creation, Robinson Crusoe, would make Defoe famous throughout the world. But in November 1703 he was a little-known pamphleteer, bankrupt brick-maker and jailbird. He had been recently released from Newgate prison. Earlier he had spent four months on the run with a price on his head. In due course he had been caught, and convicted for criminal libel. His crime was to write a pamphlet attacking the High Church Tories in favour with the new government that followed the recent accession of Queen Anne.

Ironically it was the storm that gave him a new start. This was to be Defoe’s first full-scale book: The Storm, published in 1704. It’s a work of reportage, based on eye-witness accounts he had collected himself after advertising in the newspapers, and it reads like a piece of modern journalism. After three hundred years, it still has the power to shock.

The City was a strange Spectacle [he began] the Morning after the Storm, as soon as the People could put their Heads out of Doors: though I believe every Body expected the Destruction was bad enough; yet I question very much, if any Body believed the Hundredth Part of what they saw.1

There had been a run of wild nights throughout that week in November. The gales broke some windows and peppered the streets with tiles and slates. But this storm was different: ferocious, apocalyptic. For four hours it raged, blocking the streets with fallen trees and bringing whole houses to the ground. Defoe himself had a narrow escape when the house next door in Newington Green collapsed, shaking his own red-brick house to its foundations. Outside, the air was full of smashed tiles flying like bullets from a gun. No one could remember a storm of such demonic power. And Defoe, it appears, didn’t exaggerate. Meteorologists have recently confirmed that it was the most violent tropical cyclone to attack southern England in 300 years.

When daylight came London looked like a city that had been bombed. The elms in St James’s Park, said to have been planted by Cardinal Wolsey, had been squashed flat. There were gaps in the streets where chimneys had fallen and reduced a four-storey house to a pile of red bricks. Many churches, and Westminster Abbey itself, had been stripped naked by the storm, losing ogees and battlements.

Trees lay in the streets like fallen warriors. Many of the rare species planted at Fulham Palace were crippled or stricken. They had been planted by one of the new breed of tree collectors – the Bishop of London, Dr Henry Compton. He said it was God’s judgement on the city.

Outside London the same pattern repeated itself. Churches seemed especially vulnerable to God’s judgement. Church spires were brought down all over the south of England. Some fell harmlessly into the adjoining graveyards. Others, like the 70-foot spire of Stowmarket near Ipswich, crashed through the roof, destroying the pews and monuments.

Yet the storm had one redeeming feature. As people picked their way through the rubble in towns and villages next morning, exchanging stories of miraculous escapes, it was clear that astonishingly few people had died – in southern England at any rate. Only twenty-one people were reported to have been killed in the capital – apart from a handful drowned in a ferry crossing the Thames. About a hundred more had been killed by fallen chimneys in southern England. Others, mainly small farmers, were drowned in the low-lying marshes beside the Severn, when the tide rose to an unprecedented height and the river overflowed its banks.

One bizarre casualty was the much admired, newly built, 130-foot-tall Eddystone Lighthouse. To prove it was safe, its eccentric designer, Henry Winstanley, chose to visit his creation on the night of the storm. The lighthouse disintegrated, taking Winstanley with it. The only other celebrated victims of the storm were the Bishop of Bath and Wells and his wife. They lived in the oldest part of the Bishop’s Palace and both were killed when the main chimney crashed through their bedroom.

Otherwise the majority of casualties were at sea – and their number was hard to believe. A single night’s storm had crippled the British navy, and left a dangerous breach in the famous ‘wooden walls’ that kept Britain safe from invasion.

With hindsight it’s easy to see the disaster might have been avoided. Sir Cloudesley Shovell, the accident-prone admiral in charge of the main fleet, had returned from an expedition to Russia, carelessly leaving many of the ships anchored near the mouth of the Thames. The storm snapped their cables, scattered the fleet and drove many ships onto the Goodwin Sands. One of the doomed ships was the Mary, commanded by Rear-Admiral Beaumont. She was lost with all but one of her crew of 273. Other ships that foundered that night were the Reserve with 247 men, the Restoration and the Northumberland with a total of 639 men, all of whom drowned. The Sterling Castle sank with the loss of 280 men. And the storm seemed insatiable. For it soon proved that the first list of casualties was a mere fraction of the losses that night.

No doubt there were many acts of heroism – and the reverse. Defoe published a report of the way ‘an abundance of poor Wretches’ were left to die, ‘who having hung upon the Masts and Rigging of the Ships, or floated upon the broken Pieces of Wrecks, had gotten a Shore upon the Goodwin Sands when the Tide was out.

Boats sailed out, ‘coming very near them in quest of Booty, and in search of Plunder, and to carry off what they could get, but no Body concerned themselves for the Lives of these miserable Creatures’.2

One solitary hero emerges from Defoe’s pages: Thomas Powell, the mayor of Deal, in Kent. Realising the sailors would be drowned at the next high tide, he tried to persuade the local customs officials to go to the rescue. They refused, claiming they had no authority to rescue anyone. So the mayor took their boats by force and persuaded some local fishermen to man them, offering 5 shillings from his own pocket for each sailor they could save. The fishermen agreed to the deal, and ‘above 200’ sailors were duly snatched from the sands before the tide rose and drowned the rest.3

Today naval historians reckon that a fifth of the seamen of the British fleet were drowned that night or in the days and nights that followed. Add the crews lost in merchant ships, and a total of over eight thousand men are believed to have been drowned or crushed or died of exposure. So the storm inflicted a worse defeat on Britain than any foreign enemy had ever achieved. And it was in a sense a double defeat. Apart from the loss of ships and men, there was the loss of millions of trees. These were the trees that were needed for naval timber: for filling the gaps in those wooden walls.

It was trees – timber trees and trees planted for ornament – that, on land at least, were the most numerous and most visible casualties of the great storm. In one part alone of the Forest of Dean three thousand oaks were uprooted. Four thousand oaks were lost in the New Forest, which looked like a battlefield after a defeat. Defoe made a tour of the fields of Kent in the weeks after the storm, and claimed he had counted fifteen thousand fallen trees – before losing count. And the trees that would be most missed were not fruit trees but the giants of the English landscape: the oaks and beech and pines and walnuts and sweet chestnuts newly planted both for timber and ornament. In a single medium-sized estate south of London – John Evelyn’s in Surrey – two thousand oaks were smashed to the ground. It was reckoned that the total losses in country estates numbered millions.

If there was one man who had helped create that treasure trove of new trees in the previous century it was that eighty-three-year-old country gentleman, John Evelyn, who lived at the family estate, Wotton. His red-brick, gabled house, hidden in the Surrey hills between Guildford and Dorking, looked modest enough. Evelyn’s grandfather had bought it after making a small fortune in the gunpowder trade.

But his grandson, John Evelyn, was cast in a different mould. He personified the kind of modest, well-educated, middling country gentleman not rich enough for a baronetcy, nor poor enough to need a job in the army or Church. But, unlike most men of this class, he had the right connections to make him an insider at court. He had married the daughter (and heiress) of the British Resident at the French court, Sir Richard Browne. Evelyn was a leading member of the council of the Royal Society, rubbing shoulders with many of the movers and shakers in the newly liberated world of Charles II. His personal friends included architects like Christopher Wren, civil servants like Samuel Pepys, and scientists like Henry Newton and Robert Boyle.
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John Evelyn

Soon after the monarchy was restored in 1660 the King’s Commissioners for the navy had become alarmed at the lack of home-grown trees suitable for building ships for the fleet. Everyone knew that oak timber was the key for this strategic task. But why was no one planting the trees? The newly created Royal Society commissioned John Evelyn to write a report on the subject. This was duly presented to the society in October 1662 with the sonorous title of Sylva or a Discourse of Forest-trees and the Propagation of Timber in His Majesty’s Dominions. In due course it was published to great acclaim – and republished many times in his lifetime and beyond.

In Sylva John Evelyn introduces himself with disarming modesty. ‘I speak only here’, he tells us, ‘as a plain husbandman and a simple forester’.4 In reality Evelyn was a polymath, a virtuoso in both the arts and the sciences, a hands-on gardener as well as a scholar with a dozen books to his credit. With Sylva he broke entirely new ground in the overlapping worlds of forestry, botany, horticulture, economics and landscape design. It served as a 600-page manual for people anxious to plant trees for timber or pleasure, or for both combined. The practical advice was spiced with weighty passages of history and classical mythology. Evelyn had travelled widely in France and Italy as a young man, anxious to keep out of trouble with the Cromwellian authorities at home.

With Sylva he took his readers on an extended tour of the great trees of antiquity, ‘like some great oaks of the Hercynian Forest which Pliny tells us … were thought coevous with the world itself’, and the Ruminal figtree in Rome under which ‘the bitch wolf suckled the founder of Rome and his brother, lasting (as Tacitus calculated) eight hundred and forty years’.5 Much of this information was clearly fabulous.

The book also struck a practical note exactly right for the times. Evelyn pointed the finger at some of the more remarkable trees in Britain that had survived for hundreds of years, like the great chestnut of Tamworth (now Tortworth) in Gloucestershire and the ancient yew of Crowhurst in Surrey. (And both of these ancient trees, mirabile dictu, are still going strong today, 350 years later.)

But Sylva is a great deal more than a travelogue. Here was an eloquent summons, a clarion call to the country gentlemen of Britain. Plant a forest, they were told, as part of your patriotic duty to defend the country. Enjoy the new Garden of Eden you will create. And rejoice in the thought that this investment will make a fortune for your grandchildren!

For Evelyn himself this was a labour of love. He had spent his boyhood roaming the wooded hills of Wotton – ‘Wood-town’, as he named it. It was here that he had developed his fascination with trees. He never tired of celebrating the mystery by which the tiny grain ‘which lately a single Ant would easily have born to his little Cavern’ would ascend ‘by little by little … into an hard erect stem of comely dimensions, into a solid Tower as it were’.6 Evelyn himself was deeply religious. And his love of trees chimed with his love of God. Trees were an embodiment of the higher nature and spiritual aspiration of man. A single tree was a ‘Sacred Shade’, a grove a place for prayer and meditation.

One might well ask how many other country gentlemen shared these exalted sentiments. In practical terms, at any rate, Evelyn’s clarion call was astonishingly successful. By the end of the seventeenth century thousands of new plantations of oak and other forest trees enriched the landscape. And Sylva did so much more.

It was the first book to focus successfully on the need to import exotic trees: maples and pines from the American colonies, cypresses and cedars from Europe and the Lebanon. In fact two thirds of the species of trees described in detail in the pages of Sylva (and elegantly engraved in later editions) were exotic newcomers to Britain. Many, like the maples, were collectors’ trees for the garden, not forest trees for timber or fruit trees for the orchard. Others, like the oriental plane from Greece and Turkey, were suited to the woods, and they carried the romantic associations of the classics – of Plato’s Academy and Xerxes’ obsession with the tree.

So Sylva had an important lesson, apart from the need to plant oaks for the navy. Collecting trees was now in fashion. This was an exciting novelty. For centuries there had been country gentlemen who collected exotic pictures for their saloons and rare books for their libraries. Now they had begun to turn to planting nurseries which could offer exotic introductions of trees. To popularise this fashion was certainly not the least of Evelyn’s many achievements, and it helped to transform gardens in Britain and Ireland in the coming centuries.

But we must return to the immediate aftermath of the great storm of November 1703.

Out on the hillside above his beloved estate at Wotton, John Evelyn surveyed the wreckage of his young plantations. He wouldn’t have been human if he hadn’t felt something close to despair. He had devoted his life to these trees at Wotton and their counterparts at his wife’s estate, Sayes Court. Now look at them. As he put it, eloquently, in the closing pages of the fourth edition of Sylva, published three years after the great storm:

methinks I still hear, sure I am that I still feel, the dismal groans of our forests; that late dreadful hurricane … having subverted so many thousands of goodly Oaks, prostrating the trees, laying them in ghastly postures, like whole regiments fallen in battle by the sword of the Conqueror, and crushing all that grew beneath them.7

The dismal groans of the forests. But Evelyn, now eighty-six, could display an extraordinary resilience in the face of disaster. No doubt the dazzling success of Sylva gave him comfort and strength – coupled with his deep-rooted religious faith. And one thing was obvious to anyone, like Evelyn, who had read Daniel Defoe’s shocking book on the storm. The lesson of Sylva – to plant trees as a patriotic duty – was never more relevant than in the aftermath of the great storm. Millions of fallen oak trees must be replaced by new plantations for naval timber. It was a debt that England owed the eight thousand seamen drowned in the storm. And alongside these new forests a new landscape of exotics would surely flourish, transforming a land of barren moors and heaths to a version of paradise.

Evelyn’s spirits rebounded at the prospect. His final edition of Sylva concludes like a peal of bells or the crash of trumpets:

Haec scripsi octogenarius [I have written these words in my eighties], and shall, if God protract my years, and continue my health, be continually planting, till it shall please him to transplant me into those glorious regions above, the celestial Paradise, planted with Perennial Groves and Trees, bearing immortal fruit …8



CHAPTER 2

Bishop Compton’s Antidote

In the summer of 1713, Bishop Henry Compton, aged eighty-three, and once famous as the ‘rebel bishop’ who had helped to precipitate the ‘Glorious Revolution’, was buried under the east window of his parish church at Fulham. He was not short of company. All around him lay the tombs of his brother bishops, some late-medieval with crumbling Gothic stonework, others more recent, ponderous slabs of baroque design. Compton had been bishop for forty years – far longer than any other Bishop of London. But ostentation was not one of his vices, at least in his old age, and his tomb is one of the plainest.
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Bishop Henry Compton

It’s an unromantic spot, though shaded by oaks and sycamores, as only an iron railing separates it from the hurly-burly of Fulham High Street. But a world away, down a winding, grassy path through the churchyard, you can glimpse the bishop’s old home: the sumptuous, red-brick Tudor courtyard of Fulham Palace, where the Bishops of London lived and worked. And between the courtyard and the churchyard is the walled garden, and the ghosts of the astonishing collection of trees to which Bishop Compton devoted so many years of his long life.
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Bishop Henry Compton’s modest tomb (centre) in Fulham churchyard

What makes a man a collector of trees? In Compton’s case, and no doubt that of many others, trees were the antidote for disappointment. He had aimed to win the top job in his profession – and he had failed.

Compton came from a Royalist family known for its energy and often reckless courage. He was the sixth son of Spencer Compton, Earl of Northampton, who had been killed leading his cavalry in the Civil War. (Captured by the Parliamentary infantry, Lord Northampton was offered mercy. He replied that ‘he scorned to take quarter from such base rogues and rebels as they were’.1 He was soon dispatched with a blow to the head.) Of course the Compton family welcomed the return of the Stuarts. In 1675, after several years wandering abroad and a spell as a soldier, young Henry Compton took holy orders. He had powerful friends, and by the age of forty-three was made Bishop of London. He was hard-working and generous and very much liked by most members of the Anglican Church. People began to speak of him as the next Archbishop of Canterbury. He was the clear favourite for the job in 1677 after the death of the current archbishop, Gilbert Sheldon. But he had made two fatal errors in his career as a bishop.

He had alienated Charles II by harping, in his addresses to the clergy, on the lax morality of the court. Worse still, he had made a personal enemy of the king’s brother and heir, the Duke of York, the future James II. Compton was a militant Protestant and passionately hostile to Catholic claims for tolerance. James had now declared himself a Catholic, and was hell-bent, according to Compton, on the conversion of England to that faith. So there was little chance of compromise. In the event Compton was humiliated to find that William Sancroft, a mere Dean of St Pauls, was chosen as archbishop.

A decade later, in 1691, Compton suffered an even more humiliating rebuff, when a later Dean of St Paul’s, John Tillotson, was chosen to replace Sancroft as archbishop. William and Mary were now joint monarchs, and both owed a personal debt to Compton. Perhaps he was too high-handed and too flamboyant for William and Mary’s taste. But he had risked his own neck in their cause. He was one of the ‘Immortal Seven’ of the ‘Glorious Revolution’: the only bishop among the grandees who had committed treason by signing the famous coded letter which invited William (then Prince of Orange) to set sail for England. He had then played a daredevil role as soldier-bishop, rescuing Princess Anne from the clutches of her father, King James. In full military uniform, with pistols in his holsters, he had escorted the princess to safety.

After the success of the coup, it was Compton who had acted as archbishop by placing the crowns on the heads of the new monarchs, William and Mary. (This was because the current Archbishop of Canterbury, William Sancroft, refused the job out of loyalty to James II.) And now, in 1691, Compton was to be passed over in favour of another Dean of St Paul’s. Compton felt the bitterness of a man betrayed by his friends. Only time could heal these wounds – time and his collection of trees.

In fact his professional disappointments gave him a great deal of extra time for his hobbies. In 1687 he had defied James II by siding with the Anglican clergymen who refused to read the king’s Declaration of Indulgence for Catholics. His punishment: to be suspended from his work as a privy councillor and in effect to be frozen out of politics. The timing was good – at least for collecting trees. As we saw, John Evelyn had made tree planting fashionable. And in due course half a dozen small nurseries had emerged ready to provide exotic trees for new clients.

Already two daredevil plantsmen and plant explorers, John Tradescant and his son of the same name, had assembled pioneering collections in their garden in south Lambeth. During their lifetimes – spanning the thirty years between the reign of Charles I, the Civil War and the Restoration – this garden was a commercial venture on view to the public. And no wonder enthusiasts, like John Evelyn, drove the few miles south of the Thames to inspect these novelties.

Adjoining the garden was an extraordinary second collection, the ‘Ark’, an incongruous collection of several hundred oddities arranged in the form of a small museum. The Tradescants could congratulate themselves that this was the first museum open to the public in Britain. Most of the exhibits had been collected by the family on their travels abroad, or donated by well-wishers (including Charles I himself). One twenty-four-year-old German tourist, greatly impressed, listed some of the exhibits:

we saw a salamander, a chameleon, a pelican … gourds, olives, a piece of wood, an ape’s head, a cheese … a sea parrot, a toad-fish, an elk’s hoof with three claws, a bat as large as a pigeon, a human bone weighing 42 pounds, Indian arrows, an elephant’s head, a tiger’s head … a kind of unicorn.2

As one might expect, John Evelyn was rather less excited by what he saw, when he took the ferry to Lambeth in September 1657. (‘The chiefest rarities’, he wrote in his diary, ‘were the antient Roman, Indian & other Nations Armour, shilds & weapons’.)3 And, strange to say, he doesn’t mention the Tradescants’ trees. Yet these trees were more than mere novelties and oddities. By collecting them, and numerous other plants, from all over the globe, the Tradescants had done more than open a garden to the public. They had opened the eyes of the public to the world of scientific botany. In fact their garden at Lambeth was the prototype of the new style of garden, designed with botany in mind, as well as for pleasure and ornament, a style that would come to dominate gardening for the next three hundred years.

How had this working-class father and son from Suffolk, the John Tradescants, emerged from the shadows? And, to put it bluntly, how did they persuade rich patrons to finance the Tradescants’ expensive hobby of collecting plants and other rarities from all over the world? To answer that question we must go back to the first years of the century.

In 1610 John Tradescant the Elder was hired by William Cecil, 1st Earl of Salisbury, to be the new head gardener at Hatfield, his palatial house near London. Politically, Cecil was a giant, courted by the king, James I, himself, and eager to have the best of everything. He must have heard great things about Tradescant. One of the first jobs he gave him was to collect fruit trees, such as medlars, almonds and pears, from plant nurseries in the Low Countries. These were duly planted in the dazzling new garden at Hatfield. Obviously Tradescant was a great deal more than a mere plantsman. After Cecil’s death he was hired by another grandee, Lord Wotton, and helped to design and build Wotton’s extravagant new garden in the ruins of St Margaret’s Abbey in Canterbury. But Tradescant yearned to leave England and hunt for plants abroad.

In 1618 he attached himself to Sir Dudley Digges, who had been chosen to lead a daredevil diplomatic mission to the Tsar of Russia, Michael Federovich. Russia was in chaos, as the country was engaged in a war with Poland, and the tsar was desperate to negotiate a loan of £20,000 from England. To avoid the fighting, an unusual route was chosen for the embassy, involving a long detour by way of Archangel and Arctic Russia. Tradescant joined the expedition, it seems, largely to collect seeds of Russian trees and other plants.

The embassy was a failure as Sir Dudley seems to have lost his nerve. At any rate he turned back before reaching Moscow. But Tradescant came back with a useful haul of seeds of trees. ‘I have seene 4 kinds of fir trees’, he wrote in his diary of the expedition, spelling the words phonetically: ‘and birche trees of a great bignes … and littill treese that they make hoops of, whiche the Inglyshe saye they be wilde cheryes, but I cannot believe it is of that kind.’4 He also collected seeds of various fruits, including some strawberry seeds he later sent to Jean Robin, Louis XIV’s celebrated gardener in Paris.

Tradescant’s next patron was made of sterner stuff than Sir Dudley Digges. In 1620 James I appointed Sir Robert Mansell to take a fleet and head for Algiers in the hope of persuading the Grand Signior to stop supporting the Barbary pirates. The pirate fleet was based in the harbour at Algiers. Mansell was instructed to demand the release of captured British ships and their crews. Whether diplomacy failed or not, he was to destroy the pirate ships in the harbour. And Tradescant seized his chance to join the expedition. His aim, we can guess, was not to fight with pirates, but to collect rare plants in the western Mediterranean. In due course Mansell’s demands were rebuffed by the Grand Signior, and Mansell’s fleet pressed home their attack by setting loose a flotilla of fire ships heading for the pirates in the harbour. But success eluded them: the wind dropped at a crucial moment. Mansell had failed. Tradescant, however, returned cock-a-hoop with his new acquisitions. These included a ‘sweete and delicate’ variety of apricot much admired by contemporary botanists like John Parkinson.5

Tradescant’s third patron was the dashing Duke of Buckingham, favourite (and reputed lover) of James I. Tradescant’s job entailed supervising the duke’s sumptuous new gardens: at Burley-on-the-hill in Rutland and New Hall near Chelmsford. He served his master in many other roles. In 1627 Tradescant joined the duke on a reckless expedition to crush the dissident French Protestants besieged at La Rochelle. It proved an unqualified disaster. Two thirds of the duke’s force of nine thousand men were cut down or drowned or died of disease. Tradescant was lucky to escape with his life.

The duke himself died the next year, stabbed by a young naval officer called Felton who was outraged by the duke’s incompetence. But Tradescant remained in demand. On 20 August 1630 the new king, Charles I, appointed him the Keeper of the Gardens, Vines and Silkworms at the royal palace of Oatlands – in other words the head gardener of Oatlands, Queen Henrietta Maria’s country estate in Surrey. It must have been Tradescant’s proudest moment. And he must have been happy to be told, before he died eight years later, that he would be succeeded at Oatlands by his only son, John Tradescant the Younger.

It was his thirty-year-old son John who also inherited the twin collections at Lambeth: the garden and the ‘Ark’. Already he had proved an accomplished plantsman and plant explorer like his father. In fact he had his father’s green fingers without the daredevil streak. Before he was twenty-one he had taken ship for the colony of Virginia to hunt for rare trees, and returned triumphant.

Virginia at that date must have seemed to have a touch of Eden. Trees from the primeval forest grew right down to the shore. As one settler recorded it: ‘Nor is the present wildernesse of it without a particular beauty, being all over a naturall Grove of Oakes, Pines, Cedars, Cipresse, Mulberry, Chestnut, Laurell, Sassafras, Cherry …’6 But there was a darker side to this paradise. The Native Americans naturally resented the newcomers who were parcelling up their lands. In 1622 the local tribes lost patience, and a massacre ensued. Then the settlers took their revenge and an uneasy peace returned.

In 1639 young Tradescant paid a second visit to the colony, and returned with further rarities: seeds wrapped in paper, roots planted in small pots and wooden tubs. For the next few years he was up to his ears working for the queen at Oatlands. Then the storm burst over his head, as Britain was plunged into civil war.

The queen abandoned Oatlands and fled back to France. Oatlands became a prison for Charles I before his beheading in Whitehall. Of course Tradescant was now out of a job, and vulnerable as a former royal servant. But the Puritans running the country had no hang-ups about gardeners. Gardens provided vital food – and vital medicinal plants. Tradescant was allowed to retire to the Ark and cultivate his garden in peace.

In 1656, six years before his death, Tradescant completed a new task he had set himself: to compile and publish a complete catalogue of both his own and his father’s collections. This was to be his crowning achievement. His father had attempted part of this task twenty-three years earlier. But his father had merely scribbled notes of his plants on the back of his copy of Parkinson’s Paradisus. The new lists of both collections proved essential reading for scholars and the public at large. Most of the contents of the Tradescants’ museum would eventually be celebrated as the core collection of the Ashmolean at Oxford. (Sad to say, Tradescant’s widow, Hester, drowned herself after being cheated out of her inheritance by a rogue scholar called Elias Ashmole, who then took credit for donating the collection. But this is another story.) And the published catalogue of the trees and other plants remained a unique guide to future collectors, following in the footsteps of both the Tradescants.

Which brings us back to Bishop Compton. We can picture him in the late 1670s, dressed in Carolean gardening clothes, with his copy of Tradescant’s catalogue in hand, striding around the 30-acre demesne at Fulham Palace. What did he make of it all?

Out of several hundred botanical rarities in the catalogue, the sixty trees stood out like beacons. Today the list may look a trifle tame. But many of these trees were newcomers only introduced from Europe in recent years, some by the Tradescants themselves. There were half a dozen conifers: ebullient umbrella pines (Pinus pinea) from Italy and pinaster pines from France, common silver firs (Abies alba) from the Alps, spruce from Norway and other parts of Scandinavia (Picea abies), cypresses (Cupressus sempervirens) from the Mediterranean. Presumably these had been used in the Tradescants’ garden as a backdrop for the deciduous trees. The latter included exotics like both the black and the white mulberries (Morus nigra and Morus alba), the Indian bead tree (Melia azedarach) the smoke tree or Venetian sumach (Cotinus coggygria) as well as better known European trees like the walnut (Juglans regia), the sweet chestnut (Castanea sativa) and the Cornelian cherry (Cornus mas).

Exotics they might be. But these European newcomers were not the star performers on the Tradescants’ list. The trees that must have dazzled Compton, judged by later events, were all from America.

In fact there were eleven new introductions from Virginia and the other American colonies, most of which are now well known to British and Irish gardeners. Here’s the list, starting with six which were apparently planted by the younger John Tradescant but are not thought to have been personally introduced by him: the shagbark hickory (Carya ovata), the persimmon (Diospyros virginiana), the butternut (Juglans cinerea), the red mulberry (Morus rubra), the black walnut (Juglans nigra) and the locust tree (Robinia pseudoacacia).

The last two of these have now become accepted as favourites in Europe – with certain reservations. The black walnut is far more elegant than its European counterpart and its leaves are delightfully fragrant. Unfortunately its nuts are too bitter to eat. The robinia is a tree of choice for English city streets, as it stays where it’s put – that is, in the pavement; in summer its feathery green leaves make a painterly contrast with its small white flowers. In France, however, it feels too much at home, and is too happy for its own good. It spreads everywhere; so the French treat it as an invasive weed.

The four American trees actually collected by the hands of John Tradescant are as follows: the Virginian nettle tree (Celtis occidentalis), the red maple (Acer rubrum),the swamp cypress (Taxodium distichum) and the tulip tree (Liriodendron tulipifera). It was the last three that were to become celebrated as stars.

Each had something extraordinary to bring to the gardens of Britain and Europe. No other tree could compete with the rainbow of autumn colours displayed by the red maple. The swamp cypress, acid-green in spring, fox-pink in autumn, brought a new glamour to the humble pond. Here was a giant from the Everglades of Florida that would flourish in six feet of muddy English water. And finally there was the tulip tree, that marvel from the forests of Pennsylvania and the Carolinas. If I had to choose one American species for a companion on my desert island it would certainly be this creature, the most heraldic of trees. Its leaf looks like the shield of a medieval knight, with wings at the sides and the end chopped off. In summer it explodes with green-and-pink flowers the shape of tulips. And in autumn it turns the colour of butter fresh from the churn.

Here was the Tradescants’ legacy, and it intoxicated Bishop Compton. Although the Tradescants were dead by the 1670s, and the rows of rare trees in their garden in Lambeth abandoned, their ideas still flourished. Indeed, they swept Bishop Compton off his feet. Virginia was the place for new discoveries, the new botanical Eldorado. So the bishop believed. But who was to act as his agent in that turbulent colony 3,000 miles from Lambeth?

By good fortune the Bishop of London was also responsible for the Anglican Church in the American colonies. Compton acted swiftly. Within a year of moving to Fulham he had chosen a young botanist called John Banister to serve a dual role in Virginia: both as Anglican minister and plant explorer. Although Banister was young and untried he had a high recommendation from the Professor of Botany at Oxford, Dr Robert Morison. (The university was beginning to take botany more seriously since the creation of a small botanical garden there earlier in the century.) Banister reached Virginia in 1678, and made his way through wild country to the Falls, now known as Richmond. At first it was too dangerous for him to botanise. He was befriended by Captain William Byrd, the commander of a fort at the Falls, whose job was to protect the settlers from marauding Indians. Byrd was also a trader who knew the local trails. The raids that year horrified the young botanist. Tribes from the north came to plunder the countryside and even seize the families of some of the settlers. Fortunately at the Falls it was mainly crops and cattle that suffered. As Banister put it, ‘blessed God that none of us lost our lives’.7

Next year the raids petered out and Banister made his first hesitant sortie into the interior. Mounted on horseback, and with some friendly Indians to guide them, he and a party of settlers spent three days following the course of the James River. Banister was delighted with everything. He wrote home to describe the deafening sound of cicadas, and the heady smell of balsam trampled underfoot. The soil was rich and ‘lusty’. All around them were ‘Trees, Shrubbes, Herbs etc unknown in Europe.’8

In due course Banister compiled a catalogue of two hundred species of trees and other plants, almost all new to botanists and gardeners. Packets of American seeds began to follow the catalogue. Banister’s first loyalty was naturally to the bishop, but the bishop encouraged his young protégé to send packets to a small circle of English botanists and gardeners. These included Robert Morison, his former Professor of Botany at Oxford, and the staff of the Physic Garden at Chelsea. Sometimes Banister would apologise to the bishop for his failure to find the seeds of an important tree. ‘My Lord,’ he wrote somewhat plaintively,’ this comes to beg Your Lordship’s pardon that I have not sent the Sassafras berries according to my promise’. He had recently been ill. By the time he recovered, the berries ‘had all dropt, or ye birds had eaten them from off ye trees.’9

By 1688, despite working so hard to please his backers, Banister was in financial straits. And this was a difficult year for everyone. In London the bishop was swept up in the great conspiracy to depose James II and replace him with William and Mary. Fortunately for the bishop, the coup succeeded. It became the Glorious Revolution, and the crisis passed. By 1691 the bishop’s circle of botanists had been much enlarged. In fact it had become a formal club – the Temple Coffee House Botany Club, with about forty members. The new club met once a week and made frequent visits to Fulham Palace to study the bishop’s latest acquisitions. And the club’s debt to Banister was well recognised. Some of the members corresponded with him, and sent him – somewhat belatedly – the money he needed if he was to continue to explore that distant Eldorado.

Meanwhile Banister’s own situation had taken a turn for the better. He had now married and had decided to put down his roots in the colony. The records show that he imported thirty-five new settlers (including, one is shocked to record, two African slaves) to help develop the land allocated him by the Governor of Virginia. Back in London the bishop, and his botany club, could look forward to an even bigger haul of American seeds sent by Banister than Tradescant the Younger had sent half a century before. And then the blow fell, in the summer of 1692, a blow no one could possibly have anticipated.

Captain William Byrd, the man who had befriended Banister when he first came to the colony, had arranged for a small hunting expedition to explore the Occoneechee Islands, a few miles from the coast. The party soon reached the riverbank, and Banister crouched low in the bushes, hunting not for game but for new plants. One of the party approached, and mistook Banister for some kind of game animal. He fired – and killed Banister.

When the news reached London, the bishop lost no time in arranging for Banister’s letters and drawings to be sent to Fulham Palace, where they could be studied by himself and his fellow botanists. No one could minimise the extent of the disaster. Banister had been the leading botanist in America, and a fountain of knowledge for European botanists. He had long planned to write a Natural History of Virginia, but the work was still unfinished. The bishop and his friends recognised that Banister was irreplaceable. He was ‘one of the early martyrs to natural history’, wrote Loudon more than a century later, and perhaps it was no exaggeration.10

Meanwhile the British public had received the first professional account of the bishop’s experiments in botany and horticulture. The account was written by John Ray, the author of Historia Plantarum and the leading botanist of the period. In 1691 the bishop had taken him round the garden at Fulham Palace and John Ray was amazed by what he saw. In fact he seems to have been shocked by the bishop’s extravagance, but was too polite to say so. (What he did say was that the garden had been created ‘at no small outlay’.) The 30-acre garden was ‘stuffed full in every place with the stocks of trees he has collected’.11 The bishop had hired an excellent young gardener called George London, who had been trained by John Rose, Charles II’s head gardener. (And George London was already a partner in ‘London and Wise’, Britain’s leading plant nursery.) The bishop proudly showed John Ray his collection: trees newly introduced but once famous in history, like the cedar of Lebanon, and unknown trees from America grown from the seeds sent by Banister. And Ray duly compiled the first list of the Fulham Palace collection.

Ray’s list includes a mere twelve species of trees: tantalisingly few compared to those comprehensive catalogues of the Tradescants’ garden. In fact it gives us little more than a glimpse of a collection that apparently ran to more than a thousand species of trees and other plants. Twenty years later, shortly before the bishop died, James Petiver, a member of the Coffee House Club, added nine more species of trees identified to be growing at Fulham. Forty years later many of the bishop’s collection had been cut down or stolen or sold by his successors. But in 1751 Sir William Watson, vice-president of the Royal Society, made a valiant attempt to describe the survivors at Fulham. He added a further twenty-four species of trees. Modern scholars have built on these lists and the most complete reconstruction of the garden now gives a grand total of about sixty species of trees, and a further twenty-eight species of shrubs.

Nearly half of these trees had been introduced from North America. And it’s believed that Banister sent the seeds for eleven of them – many of which are my own favourites, what I would call ‘American stunners’. In 1683, in his first consignment to Compton, Banister included the sweet gum (Liquidambar styraciflua), a fragrant giant from the swamps of Virginia. At home it can reach 150 feet in height, although it rarely exceeds 100 feet in Europe. Its strongest points are the sweet-smelling resin exuded from its trunk, from which its name is derived, and the astonishing colour of its leaves in autumn. Even the red maple, Acer rubrum, introduced by John Tradescant the Younger half a century earlier, cannot compete with these kaleidoscopic, or chameleon-like shifts. A single leaf, shaped like a star, passes from gold to pink and then on to the purple of a bishop’s robe – appropriately for Compton.

In 1688 Banister had sent a second consignment. This included the ash-leaf maple (Acer negundo) with an elegant trifoliate leaf, and the sweet bay (Magnolia virginiana) from the swamps of the east coast of Virginia. Today this small, fragrant, semi-evergreen, glaucous-leaved magnolia gets little attention from collectors or nurserymen, who have hundreds of more spectacular magnolias to choose from. But in the bishop’s day this was the only magnolia known to botany and the first of this fascinating genus to cross the Atlantic.

Fifty years later the muscular ‘bull bay’ (Magnolia grandiflora) replaced it as the magnolia of choice. It was much pushier than the sweet bay, with flowers a foot across and yellow-green leaves that were fully evergreen; it was also hardy enough if given a brick wall for shelter. (In Spain and Italy, and the other countries of the Mediterranean, it could grow embarrassingly large, but rarely in Britain.) The bull bay was soon joined by a flood of strange-looking, deciduous magnolias, like the cucumber tree and the umbrella tree (as we shall see in the next chapter).

Meanwhile the bishop was planting out the third of Banister’s consignments: seeds and roots which had arrived only a year before Banister’s tragic death. The most important of these new trees was the scarlet oak from Virginia, Quercus coccinea. Like the sweet bay, it was the precursor of a flood of newcomers: in its case the American red oaks. And, unlike the sweet bay, it was perhaps the most decorative of its genus. Go to any great British or Irish garden in October and the scarlet oak will grab your attention with the flaming colours of the American fall. True, the maples and liquidambars, changing like a kaleidoscope from gold to purple, give a more subtle and more theatrical display. But for homesick Americans I have no doubt that the scarlet oak would win the prize.

Of course, like all collectors of trees, the bishop died too soon. The trees that he had grown from seed were barely adolescent by the time his successor buried him in that modest tomb under the east window of the parish church at Fulham. Some of those trees took more than a hundred years to reach maturity. In 1873 the Gardener’s Chronicle published a piece on the bishop’s garden, illustrated with delightful wood engravings. Two American trees grab the eye, both of which were already near the end of their lives: the black walnut and the black locust. They must have been the bishop’s favourites, as he planted them on the lawn where he could see them from the palace, and smell the fragrance of the black walnut. Both had been first introduced to Europe by John Tradescant the younger, but perhaps these trees came from Banister’s seeds. Another of his favourites came originally from the Mediterranean: a crumbling, twisted cork oak planted in the shelter of the Tudor courtyard. But none of these three still beckon you to Fulham today.

It’s now more than three hundred years after the bishop’s death, and only one tree, it seems, has survived to bridge that awesome gap. This is an ancient holm-oak, a mass of huge, competing trunks, planted close to the Thames. Ironically, it’s thought to be a relic of an earlier garden and so to pre-date the bishop. Still he would have known it and loved it. And if only he could return today, he would be flattered to find that his own garden has come back from the dead, so to speak – as we shall see in the epilogue.

Meanwhile, as the eighteenth century spouted wealth, and buoyant rents lined the pockets of the great British landowners, a new breed of collectors began to emerge. A brace of dukes took up the hunt for rare trees, and the dukes were followed by members of the royal family. Others in the hunt came from the new rich, including the Quakers. All eyes were focused on America: still the Eldorado for every collector.

In the bishop’s day only a trickle of rare trees had crossed the Atlantic. And now the trickle became a flood.



CHAPTER 3

‘Forget not Mee & My Garden’

One afternoon in November 1728, fifteen years after Bishop Compton’s death, the president of the Royal Society, Sir Hans Sloane, recommended an unusual candidate for a fellowship. He was a thirty-four-year-old Quaker shopkeeper called Peter Collinson. The Royal Society, the leading scientific body in Britain, did not usually elect shopkeepers to its fellowships – nor, for that matter, did they elect Quakers. Many of its Fellows were distinguished scientists; the amateurs included several dukes and peers of the realm; there were also numerous country gentlemen with private means. But Sloane was a popular president and Collinson was duly elected.

Many of the great and the good who voted must have been puzzled. Who was this Peter Collinson? It turned out that the address of his shop was ‘at the sign of the Red Lion’ in Gracechurch Street in the heart of the City of London: a family business of wholesale drapers and mercers and haberdashers. Collinson, who had rooms above the shop, had worked there since he was seventeen. Recently he had become a friend and protégé of Sloane. The two men had both come from relatively humble origins. Sloane’s father was the agent for Lord Clanbrassil, an Irish peer with large estates in County Down. Sloane and his brothers were virtually adopted by the Clanbrassil family, who encouraged Sloane to study botany at a French university.

[image: Image]

Peter Collinson

They now shared a common interest in collecting plants – and in curiosities of every kind. And Sloane had a good nose for talent. He also knew that Collinson, like many British Quakers, had well-oiled trading links with America. But who would have guessed that Sloane’s young protégé was going to be the prime mover in a dramatic change to the British landscape in the next half century, by promoting and organising and financing the introduction of American trees?

By 1728 Sloane was the uncrowned king of Britain’s scientific establishment. He was the new president of the Royal Society, after taking over from Sir Isaac Newton. He was also the president of the Royal College of Physicians and the country’s most fashionable doctor, who had served Queen Anne and was now physician for George I. He pioneered vaccinations for smallpox; in fact he had realised they were a godsend a century before Dr Jenner’s discoveries. (Sloane had the courage to make vaccin-ations mandatory for his young patients.) He was also a property developer who owned a tasty slice of London, including a large part of Chelsea. This investment, it is true, was somewhat tainted – at least by Quaker standards. His wife was a colonial, an heiress from Jamaica, and her family had owned sugar plantations worked by unfortunate African slaves. But Sloane was noted for his philanthropy. He had helped create the Foundling Hospital, and organised a free surgery in London for those who couldn’t afford his fees.

He had also given a new boost to the Physic Garden at Chelsea by giving them their site
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