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TEXAS NATIVES IN THE VICTORIAN GARDEN
By Timothy Mullin, Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener
Whether living in Boston, Chicago, or Rockport, Victorian gardeners tended to shun native plants.  It was a period of conspicuous consumption and exhibiting “good taste” in all domestic arrangements included refined selection of plants in   one’s flower garden.  One chose furniture and dinnerware carefully to make the right impression on guests, and the same level of concern continued outside in the flower garden.  One didn’t dig up plants found in a ditch, but rather sought the new and unusual from reputable nurseries.  

One desired exotic plants shipped from Africa, South America, China, and Japan.  One’s flower garden and conservatory were a measure of sophistication, filled with a choice collection of plants.  The Victorians loved collections of all sorts, and those folks interested in plants flocked into the local nurseries to acquire the most exotic species, the newest hybrid, the most unusual plant to add to their collection.

The first American nursery catalogues were published in the late 1700s, and researching period nursery catalogues is one way of learning what was available to gardeners in various periods.  The invention of the Wardian Case for transporting tender exotics from far away continents turned a trickle of exotic plants into a flood in the 1840s.  The number of nursery businesses doubled, tripled as more and more exotic plants made their debut in American gardens and greenhouses.

The plant hunters were coming to America as well; Europeans planted “American gardens” with native plants from America they considered exotic. The plants these plant hunters collected were given a Latinized form of their discoverer’s name.  David Douglas, a Scots botanist, explored the northwest coast of America, and the plants he discovered are given the species name douglasii; Crataegus douglasii, for instance (black hawthorn).  His rival, Archibald Menzies, also exploring
the northwest coast, officially has the Pseudotsuga menziesii, named after him, but its common name, Douglas fir, honors David Douglas.

Another Scots botanist, Thomas Drummond (1793-1835), explored the Arctic, Canada, and then came to Texas.  In 1833/34, he explored along the Brazos, Colorado, and Guadalupe Rivers.  Since this was still Mexico at the time, his discoveries are listed as native to Mexico.  He identified a number of the Texan wildflowers, Phlox drummondii (Drummond’s phlox) for one, that beautiful little bright purple phlox that blooms in company with the gaillardia.  Oenothera drummondii (evening primrose) for another.

Drummond sent his collected plants back to England where they were formally described by his sponsor, Sir William Hooker, himself a plant collector with many species named hookeri.  In England, the plants were grown and studied at the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, and if found desirable, released to the commercial trade.  Victorian gardeners might not even be aware that their bedding plants were natives.  In their minds, natives were weeds to be pulled out, not showy flowering plants.

Plants from Texas were not likely to survive winters in Pennsylvania, so most nurseries sold them as annuals, seasonal bedding plants.  However, if the Texas plant required a long growing season to bloom or produce exotic-looking foliage, it might have been offered as a greenhouse selection.

Looking at one historic nursery catalog from 1880, the list of available plants includes; Ageratum, which has both exotic and native species; Amaranthus, cock’s comb and various other common names with both exotic and at least 11 native species; Asclepias curassavica, tropical butterfly weed, which is from South America, along with 14 other species which are native; Asters, Calendula, Callirhoe (wine cups), Celosia (another form of cock’s comb), Chrysanthemums (both native and exotic), Convolvulus (morning glory), Coreopsis, Gaillardia, and dozens more.  One of the great favorites was the iconic Agave, in a tall urn, grown in a pot in colder climes to winter-over in the greenhouse.

Harriet Fulton sent to a nursery in Houston, Whittaker’s, for her agave; a Victorian lady would never consider digging a wild plant and putting it in her garden.  Harriet didn’t buy any wildflowers either, she didn’t need to.  She carefully located her house to take advantage of the wildflowers growing on the coastal plain between the natural live oak cover and the edge of the bay.  The Fultons even took photographs of their lawn in bloom; covered in wildflowers.  They didn’t mow the grass/flowers until they had set seed.  She had cold frames in her kitchen garden, likely to start early vegetables, but she bought seeds and live plants from established nurseries for her flower garden.  She was well aware that several of the flowers she bought for her garden were related to the wildflowers in the lawn, but nursery plants belonged in the garden, and wild plants belonged in the wild.  

English landscape designer William Robinson broke out of the confines of Victorian style and espoused a love of wildflowers at about the same time Harriet was developing her wildflower lawns.  Robinson wrote The Wild Garden in 1870, suggesting that native plants should be allowed to grow and thrive in their native habitats, and exotics could be added for beauty along woodland walks and country lanes, but formal gardens were beautiful due to their formality and should not be given over to unchecked wild growth.  His own estate, Gravetye Manor, includes extensive formal beds.  Robinson also created the perennial border, which revolutionized standard gardening styles well into the 20th century.
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