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THE WARDIAN CASE AND 

THE WORLDWIDE EXCHANGE OF PLANTS 
By Timothy Mullin,  Master Gardener
Dr. Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward (1791-1868) discovered the properties of a terrarium in the early 1830s while working in his yard in London.  He had no idea his discovery would revolutionize the nature of world horticulture.
A physician/surgeon for the down-trodden of East End, London, Ward also lived in that part of town. As a hobby he grew ferns.  Sadly, the air in London was so polluted from all the soft coal and peat smoke causing the thick, sulphury London fogs, his ferns had trouble growing.  At one point, he put a caterpillar in a jar with some dirt and leaves to eat. Then one day, he noticed that some fern spores and grass seed had gotten into the jar and were growing very nicely.  He experimented with enclosed glass spaces and found that they retained moisture and sealed out the noxious air.   He called his invention the Wardian Case.
As an experiment in 1833, he had a case made and shipped English plants to Australia, with instructions to clean out the case, plant it with Australian plants, and ship it back.  The trip took six months, but the English plants arrived in Sidney, healthy and growing.  The return shipment didn’t leave until February 1835, but eight months later the Australian plants arrived in London in equally good condition.  And Dr. Ward published a brochure about growing plants in tightly closed glass cases, which he followed with a book in 1842 “On the Growth of Plants in Closely Glazed Cases.”
One of the early plant explorers, Joseph Hooker, was familiar with Ward’s work, and joined an expedition headed for the Antarctic in 1840, stopping all along the way in the Canary Islands, the Cape, Tasmania and elsewhere.  Hooker collected hundreds of plants and made use of Ward’s glass cases to take live specimens.  Any plant with the species name “hookeri” was collected by this noted plant explorer.

Another plant explorer, Robert Fortune (any species known as ‘fortunei’ were his discovery), put Wardian cases to a slightly darker use.  The tea trade had driven a world market for Chinese goods for more than 200 years; silks, porcelains, and of course tea.  The Chinese kept their country and its products secret for as long as possible.  Foreigners were not allowed off the docks in Canton; they could not be taught the Chinese language, and were forbidden to even see how porcelain, silk, or tea were grown or made.  Only Chinese money could be used.
To get Chinese money, European nations had to find something to sell to the Chinese, and the black market in opium was the result.  Forbidden by the Chinese government, the British feared that the only port open to trade might be closed, so Mr. Fortune smuggled 20,000 tea plants out of China in Wardian Cases, and took them to India.  Once the tea plants were growing in India and harvest was assured, the British were more emboldened to force the Chinese, at gunpoint, to open more ports and allow the British into the country: the Opium Wars of the 1840s.
It wasn’t until 1854 that the Royal Society at the Chelsea Physic Garden recognized Dr. Ward for his contribution to plant collecting, recognizing that his Wardian Cases had changed the nature of commerce world-wide.  Plants previously unavailable began to be shipped around the world.  Orchids took on the aura of sacred objects as Wardian Cases made it possible to ship them from remote areas of the world to the greenhouses of Victorian homes.  The orchid craze of the late 19th century was similar to Tulip Mania in the early 1600s.
Most of the plants Victorians used as annual bedding flowers came from South Africa by way of the Wardian Case, which caused a huge proliferation of nurseries around the country in both England and the United States of America.  In fact, the late 19th century is called The Wardian Age, due to his impact on horticulture around the globe.  The Wardian case not only made it possible to grow tea in India, but also to grow rubber in southeast Asia, and coffee, cocoa, bananas, vanilla, and citrus throughout the tropical regions of the globe.
The Wardian Case also served a decorative purpose in the parlors and libraries of Victorian homes.  From elaborate iron work, to brass or polished woods, glass cases began showing up near windows displaying ferns, orchids, and other humidity-loving tropical plants for the enjoyment of the occupants and their guests.  From small boxes to huge room-sized terrariums large enough for banana trees, the Wardian Case made a lasting impact on the horticulture of the world.  The down side, the Wardian Case also accounts for the many exotic invasive species we now find all over the globe.
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