
Gardens of 
Empire

Jim Endersby

Kew and the 
Colonies



A New Eden?



A new Eden?

Botany Bay
Joseph Banks – botanist to 
Captain James Cook.

Banks recorded in his journal 
that in Australia: “the trees 
[were] at such a distance 
from one another that the 
whole Country or at least a 
great part of it might be 
cultivated without being 
oblig’d to cut down a single 
tree”. 

© National Library of Australia; © Wellcome Institute.



A new Eden?

The Garden of Eden
Genesis: “the Lord God planted a 
garden eastward in Eden; and there he 
put the man whom he had formed. And 
out of the ground made the Lord God to 
grow every tree that is pleasant to the 
sight, and good for food”.

After Adam and Eve ate the forbidden 
fruit, God punished them, telling Adam 
“cursed is the ground for thy sake; in 
sorrow shalt thou eat of it all the days of 
thy life; Thorns also and thistles shall it 
bring forth to thee”. Erastus Salisbury Field The Garden of Eden, c.1860

(© Museum of Fine Arts, Boston).



A new Eden?

The survival of 
Eden?
As Europeans 
travelled and 
explored, some 
searched for Eden. 

Others wondered if 
it could be 
recreated?



A new Eden?

Sydney Cove
New South Wales settled in 
1778.

Banks had persuaded the 
British government that 
the fertile land would 
sustain the new convict 
settlement.



A new Eden?

Paradise?
James Atkinson assured 
would-be settlers that:

“The esculent and culinary 
vegetables and roots of 
Europe are all grown in great 
perfection, together with 
many others that cannot be 
raised in England without 
the aid of artificial heat. 
Fruits are in great 
abundance and variety, and 
many of excellent quality”.



A new Eden?

Governor Macquarie’s 
wall (1816)
“no Cattle of any 
Description whatever are … 
to be permitted to graze or 
feed on the said Domain … 
and any Horses, Cows, 
Sheep, Asses, Pigs, or Goats 
which may after this 
Notification be found 
trespassing thereon, will be 
taken up and impounded”.



A new Eden?

Governor Macquarie’s 
wall (1816)
“the Government Domain … 
has been much injured, not 
only by Persons breaking 
down the Wall that incloses
[sic] it, but by their cutting 
down or burning the 
Shrubbery, destroying the 
young Plantation of Trees, 
quarrying of Stones, 
removing loam, and stealing 
the Paling”.



A new Eden?

Governor Macquarie’s 
wall (1816)
[The] Public Entrances did 
not suit the Persons going 
thither for vicious and 
disorderly purposes, namely 
secreting stolen Goods … I 
had long wished … to save 
the Shrubbery and young 
Plantations of Forest Trees, 
which had been planted in 
the Grounds…”



A new Eden?

A garden enclosed?
“They hang the man and flog the woman
Who steals the goose from off the common
Yet let the greater villain loose
That steals the common from the goose

The law demands that we atone
When we take things we do not own
But leaves the lords and ladies fine
Who take things that are yours and mine”. 



A new Eden?

The use of a garden?
May 1825, the NSW government’s 
Sydney Gazette proclaimed that:

“the Botanic Garden has been 
established with the liberal view of 
benefiting, not the Government, but the 
individuals under so considerate an 
Administration”.



A new Eden?

The use of a garden?
“These establishments have been formed 
merely with the view of ascertaining the 
capabilities of our soil in order that the 
benefit resulting from such experimental 
establishments might be imparted to the 
Colonists generally. We are instructed to 
say, not only may exotics be obtained 
from our indefatigable Colonial Botanist 
(Mr Frazer), but also tobacco seed from 
Emu Plains, and the sugar-cane from 
Port Macquarie. Can government 
exercise a greater stretch of liberality?”



A new Eden?

The Royal Society
In 1667, Thomas Sprat had urged that 
English farmers should experiment with 
exotic new crops, to see if Eastern spices, 
hemp or silkworms might be grown 
closer to home, perhaps in Ireland or 
Virginia.

In 1759, the Society offered a gold medal 
to the first person “to preserve the seeds 
of spice trees” on their voyages from the 
east. 

Thomas Sprat History of
the Royal Society (1667).

© Whipple Library, Cambridge.



A new Eden?

Acclimatisation
Eighteenth-century Swedish naturalist 
Linnaeus tried acclimatising rice, coffee, 
sugar cane, ginger and olive trees.

They all died, yet he yearned for more 
still exotic crops:

“should coconuts chance to come into my 
hands, it would be as if fried Birds of 
Paradise flew into my throat when I 
opened my mouth”. 



A new Eden?

Networking
Passing ship’s captains took 
parcels all over the world.



“Imperial Kew”



Imperial Kew

The Botanic Garden
So sits enthron'd in vegetable pride

Imperial KEW by Thames's 
glittering side;

Obedient sails from realms 
unfurrow'd bring

For her the unnam'd progeny of 
spring;

(Erasmus Darwin The Botanic 
Garden, Part I: The Economy of 

Vegetation).



Imperial Kew

“Farmer George”
George III and Sir 
Joseph Banks worked 
together at Kew to 
“improve” British 
agriculture. 



Imperial Kew

“Improvement”
Robert Bakewell of 
Dishley pioneer 
animal breeder. As 
a result of his 
efforts England was 
said to have had “2 
lbs. of mutton 
where there was 
only 1 lb. before”. 

© Tate Gallery



Imperial Kew

A national disgrace?
Both George III and Banks died in 1820. 
Kew was neglected.

In 1838, the botanist John Lindley was 
asked to report on its future.



Imperial Kew

Lindley Report
Concluded Kew should be taken over by the nation, because:

“There are many gardens in the British Colonies and 
dependencies: such establishments exist in Calcutta, 
Bombay, Saharanpur, in the Isle of France [Mauritius], at 
Sydney, and in Trinidad, costing many thousands a year: 
their utility is very much diminished by the want of some 
system under which they can all be regulated and 
controlled. …there is no unity of purpose among them; their 
objects are unsettled; their powers wasted, from want of not 
receiving a proper direction; they afford no aid or assistance 
to each other, and it is to be feared, in some cases, but little 
to the countries in which they are established…”



Imperial Kew

William Hooker
First director of Kew, 1841.

Formerly Regius Professor of Botany, Glasgow 
University.



Imperial Kew

Hooker’s networks
Corresponded with collectors all over the world, 
including Fraser in Sydney.

Told Fraser he would welcome any specimens, 
even sea-weeds, as:

“I am equally interested in them as other plants. I 
regard not any reasonable expense and am 
determined as far as lies in my power to make 
my Herbarium the richest of any private one in 
Europe”. 



Imperial Kew

Economic Botany
Founded Kew’s 
Museum of Economic 
Botany (1848). Urged 
collectors and 
travelers to send 
samples of potentially 
valuable plants to 
Kew.

© Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew



Imperial Kew

Economic Botany
Thomas Croxen Archer Popular 
Economic Botany (1853):

“Vegetable products constitute nine-
twelfths of the whole commerce in 
raw produce which employs the vast 
mercantile marine of this great 
kingdom. They furnish us with the 
bulk of our food and clothing, our 
medicine and our building materials, 
and with many other necessaries and 
luxuries”.



Imperial Kew

Thomas Archer Popular Economic 
Botany (1853)
“When the fiat went forth, ‘In the sweat of thy 
face shalt thou eat bread,’ Almighty Justice 
pronounced a deserved sentence; but, much as 
fallen man had offended his Divine Creator, he 
was not forgotten entirely: labour, it is true, 
had become his lot, but the fruitful earth was 
left, as before the fall, clothed with every 
necessary for man’s wants, and requiring only 
the full exercise of those powers with which 
his Maker had gifted him, for their 
development.”.



Imperial Kew

William Hooker
Worked hard to make Kew larger and 
more attractive to visitors. Opened the 
Palm House in 1845



© Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew



© Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew



Imperial Kew

Joseph Hooker
William’s successes meant he needed a 
deputy.

His son, Joseph, was appointed in 1855. 
And in 1865, when William died, Joseph 
Hooker became director of Kew.



Imperial Kew

Joseph Hooker
Travelled widely, including India. 
Under his directorship, Kew became 
involved in major imperial crop 
transplantations, including rubber and 
cinchona (the tree from which quinine 
was extracted).



The Kew Gardens Question



Kew Gardens Question

A “perfect paradise”
In 1842, the Florist magazine described a 
visit to Kew. Their writer was delighted 
to see “the mechanic and his family” 
enjoying Kew because the railway had 
reached Kew Bridge.

London’s working classes “enjoying the 
exchange from London’s dirty, crow’ded, 
pestiferous courts and alleys to this, in 
comparison, perfect paradise!”.



Kew Gardens Question

A “perfect paradise”
The workers were celebrating “Saint 
Monday’s day”, but were far better off 
than “the poor tippling mechanic sitting 
it may be in a pot-house in town”.



Kew Gardens Question

A “perfect paradise”
A shame the gardens were closed until 
one o’clock each day. The author urged 
the Department of Woods and Forests, to 
reconsider:

“Tis to tempt them away from the gin-
palace, the public house, and the beer-
shop, that we would have these delightful 
Gardens opened at nine o’clock”



Kew Gardens Question

Railway boom
1869: London and South Western Railway 
reached Kew.

1876: Metropolitan and District Railway 
brought even larger crowds; visitor numbers 
grew from less that 500,000 a year in 1867 to 
almost 700,000 in 1875.

The Gardener’s Chronicle commented that 
although Kew “was not originally intended as 
a pleasure-ground” it had “become one of the 
most popular of such resorts near London”.



Kew Gardens Question

Gardening boom
The Gardeners’ Chronicle noted that botanists “might feel disposed to grudge the 
time, labour, and money expended on… fashionable garden decoration” at Kew. But 
“Kew is maintained by the public purse, and those who help to fill the public purse 
not unnaturally like to see something for their money”.

Most visitors were “incapable of appreciating the higher branches of horticulture”, 
much less of “botanical science”. And could not be expected to take more than “a 
languid and vague interest in the supply of plants to the colonies”.

By contrast, if they could “see something they can understand and enjoy”, they 
would “willingly contribute their quota to the carrying out of other and more 
important matters”.



Kew Gardens Question

‘St Lubbock's day’ 
1871: Introduction of bank holiday; 
Britain’s first secular public holidays. The 
MP who drafted the Bank Holiday Bill 
was John Lubbock.

The Times reported that the 1877 August 
Bank holiday had brought 58,000 visitors 
to Kew, the highest ever total for a single 
day.

© Wellcome Library



Kew Gardens Question

‘St Lubbock's day’ 
Hooker’s friend and supporter John 
Tyndall noted that because Kew “has 
been made so beautiful and so attractive 
to the public” that there was a danger 
that “its immense scientific importance is 
likely to be overlooked”. 

© Wellcome Library



Kew Gardens Question

‘St Lubbock's day’ 
The World newspaper argued that it 
was “a scandal”:

“On St. Lubbock’s day and other fete 
days the public gardens at Kew are not 
open until one p.m. On the last Bank 
holiday the people began to congregate 
before the gates at eleven a.m., with no 
other resource than the adjacent public 
houses till the gates were open”. 



Kew Gardens Question

‘St Lubbock's day’ 
The Richmond and Twickenham Times, 
claimed that :

“…a large number of people came down 
in the morning [of the last Bank Holiday] 
expecting admission to the Garden, but 
finding the gates shut betook themselves 
in true British fashion, to drinking and 
dancing, and then some 2 hours later 
sought to refresh exhausted nature by 
falling asleep in the grass”.

© Victoria & Albert Museum



Kew Gardens Question

Hooker relents
In October 1877, he agreed to open at the 
gardens at 10am, but only on Bank 
Holidays.

He explained that “if opened the whole 
day the Gardens will be regarded as a 
Park. Park-licence will insinuate itself & 
demands for luncheons, picnics & bands 
of music will follow”. Even more 
seriously, the scientific purposes of the 
garden would be damaged if “swarms of 
nursery maids and children” were 
allowed in before lunchtime.



Kew Gardens Question

Public indignation
The Kew Gardens Public Rights Defence 
Association was set up to campaign for early 
opening every day.

William Robinson’s popular magazine The 
Garden took up the campaign and regularly 
published sarcastic editorials on the 
demands of science. 



© Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew



Kew Gardens Question

Funny Folks
Comic magazine sent in an undercover 
who “disguised myself as a German 
botanist” by stuffing his pockets “full of 
dried herbs” and putting on “a pair of 
blue spectacles and a stoop”. Armed 
only with “a special order from Sir 
Joseph Hooker”.



Kew Gardens Question

Funny Folks
He found nine young ladies reading 
novels, five old gentlemen (“who may 
have been eminent botanists”) fast 
asleep in deck-chairs, and eleven others 
who were “engaged in testing the 
effects of cigar smoke on open-air 
evergreens”.



Kew Gardens Question

Funny Folks
The entire scientific research effort for 
the day consisted of three distinguished 
foreigners “sitting in solemn silence 
round a small shrub”, which they were 
taking turns to examine “with a 
magnifying-glass”.



Kew Gardens Question

Funny Folks
Their correspondent was “amazed that 
the public has had the impudence” to 
demand early admission, which would 
obviously result in “widespread 
inconvenience and annoyance” to the 
scientific community.



Kew Gardens Question

Parliamentary debate
Kew’s opening hours debated in 1879. Sir 
Trevor Lawrence rose to defend the British 
public from “the rather serious charge” Hooker 
had made “against the people that they resorted 
to the woods for immoral purposes.” He had 
visited the gardens, consulted the police, and 
found no evidence of such behaviour.

Yet he admitted that he had been “himself some 
years ago making protestations of an 
honourable character to a lady in the gardens 
(laughter); he knew no fitter place for such a 
purpose”. 



Kew Gardens Question

Parliamentary debate
The claim that people misbehaved in garden has 
also been made by Macquarie, who gave as 
another of his reasons for walling in the Sydney 
gardens that they were:

“much frequented by lewd, disorderly Men and 
Women for most indecent improper purposes”.

The puritanical governor explained that “I had 
long wished to put a stop to these disgraceful 
Meetings and indecent assignations”.



Kew Gardens Question

Back to Eden?
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