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THE SECRET LIFE OF BOUGAINVILLEA
By:  Timothy Mullin, Master Gardener
Bougainvillea - this native of South America was discovered on a French exploration in 1766, oddly enough by a woman, Jeanne Baret.  Jeanne was listed as “valet,” some accounts say “nurse/assistant,” for botanist Philibert Commercon, who was assigned to accompany this voyage.  Because women were forbidden aboard Navy ships, Jeanne cross-dressed as a man.  Due to the large amount of equipment Commercon brought with him, and because he had a servant, he was assigned to the “stores” ship, Etoile, and the captain gave up his quarters for the botanist.  Thus the pair had much more privacy and Jeanne didn’t need to use the shared facilities with the crew.  The voyage was halfway around the world in Tahiti before anyone noticed the ruse.  It was actually the Tahitians who immediately noticed she was female, but the ship’s doctor had to make the official announcement.

But to begin at the beginning, France had just lost their North American possessions in the French and Indian War (1756-1763) during which Louis-Antoine Bougainville fought for the French.  Britain, as the victor, took Canada, and everything west of the Appalachians to the Mississippi.  France had to do something to recover some dignity, so they decided to send an expedition on a circumnavigation of the globe; something they had not yet done.

 Louis-Antoine Bougainville was put in command of this mission and given two ships, his flag ship, Bouduece, and the stores ship, Etoile.  As all missions of discovery were doing, they outfitted their ships with a botanist to bring back rare and exotic plants.  Philibert Commercon suffered from seasickness and an ulcerated leg, so needed an assistant, and while the ‘act’ was that the servant and Commercon had never met, the botanist and his live-in housekeeper had already had a child together.  One might say they knew each other quite well.  Commercon was well aware that Jeanne Baret had disguised herself as a man.  

Jeanne was the first woman to circumnavigate the globe, and with Commercon’s bad leg was often the one carrying supplies and actually gathering the specimens.  It is said that she was the first European to see a Bougainvillea.  

Admiral Bougainville had anchored in Rio de Janeiro, where the captain of the Etoile was murdered, and Commercon ‘confined’ to the ship because of his leg. This, however, is where the first specimens of the plant Commercon was to name Bougainvillea were collected.  The specimen was B. spectabilis, a purple variety, which had to be the work of Jeanne.  Described and collected as seed, cuttings and/or bare rooted plants, it was at least a year before the ship returned to France.  The specimen was then transferred to the Jardin des Plantes (Garden of Plants), Paris’ answer to Kew Gardens in London.

The specimen, in whatever form it was collected, was nurtured along and finally described twenty years later in a publication in 1789, in which it was listed a “Buginvilla.”   The original plant, growing under less than perfect conditions in a greenhouse in Paris, didn’t bloom until 1842. The plant suffered many odd spellings of its name up until publication of the official Kew nomenclature in the 1930s, which formally established the spelling as we know it.  

Other species of Bougainvillea were discovered and the taxonomy was extremely confused.  The plant freely hybridizes where any two species are planted near one another, and it wasn’t until the 1980s that the original species, B. spectabilis, and its close cousin, B. glabra, were finally recognized as being distinctly different species.  Some experts say there are only three species of the plant, with dozens of hybrids, others count five species, still others include many “hybrids” as actual species; the confusion continues.

As for Louis, Comte de Bougainville, after his trip around the world, and after helping the Acadians forced out of Canada by the British to relocate, he once again fought the British as a commander of the French naval forces sent to assist the American colonists throw off the shackles of their oppressors in the American Revolution.  In particular, de Bougainville participated in the Battle of the Chesapeake, or the Virginia Capes, which prevented the British from reinforcing Lord Cornwallis at Yorktown.

Jeanne and Philibert left the voyage when they docked in Mauritius, a French trading station in the Indian Ocean very near Madagascar, and stayed there.  Philibert died on the island in 1773.  Jeanne then ran a tavern in Port Louis and married a French soldier, Dubernat, who took her back to France.  She was Commercon’s heir and received several hundred livres from the estate.  The Ministry of Marine also granted her an annual pension of 200 livres to honor her for being the first woman to circumnavigate the globe.

Commercon named several plants in her honor, but Jeanne Baret is best remembered for discovering the very showy Bougainvillea spectabilis.
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