
2021 HISTORY WALK MLBG 
PLANT EXPLORERS 
 
Introduction 

• Plant collecting dates back as far as Egyptian times when Pharoah Hatsheput 
transported incense trees from the land of Punt to Egypt.   

• The great seafaring expeditions of the 15th and 16th centuries were based on the 
desire to obtain spices – cloves, nutmeg and mace. 

• In time, as botanists learnt to cultivate plants in new environments seeds were 
obtained from far-away countries, often smuggling them across borders. 

• This walk is designed to introduce some of the intrepid travellers we find represented 
in our Mt Lofty Botanic Garden. 

 
Berberis thunbergia 

 
Carl Peter Thunberg (1743 – 1828) was a Swedish naturalist 
and an “apostle” of Carl Linnaeus (together with other students 
of Linnaeus) who travelled on botanical/zoological expeditions 
under the direction of Carl Linnaeus (The father of modern 
taxonomy and architect of the binomial nomenclature used to 
describe all living organisms). After studying with Linnaeus at 
Uppsala University he spent over seven years in Southern 
Africa and Asia. His work has led to epithets including “father 
of South African botany”, “pioneer of Occidental medicines in 
Japan” and the “Japanese Linnaeus”. 
 
Thunberg entered the Dutch East India Company (Vereenigde 
Oostindische Compagnie, V.O.C.) in 1771 as a surgeon on a 
VOC ship as this was the only way that he could gain access to Dutch colonies. Thunberg 
returned to Sweden in 1779 and in 1781 was made Professor of Medicine and Natural 
Philosophy at the University of Uppsala. As a scholar in the “Age of Enlightenment”, 
Thunberg’s travels and writings were at the forefront of the gathering of European 
knowledge on Japan. 
 
Camellias 

Camellias are primarily endemic to China (70%) and Japan, 
though some are found as far south as Indonesia, and one 
has been found in Vietnam.   
 
They were named by Linnaeus in honour of George Joseph 
Kamel, (1661-1706), a Czech born Jesuit missionary, 
pharmacist and naturalist who devoted his life to helping the 
sick and the poor.   The Latin name of Kamel is Camellus, 
hence camellia. 
 
He was known for producing the first comprehensive 
accounts of Philippine flora and fauna and for introducing 
Philippine nature to the European learned world. 
 
From the Philippines he travelled to China from where he 
sent seeds back to Europe, though it was not until thirty years 

after his death (in 1704 at age 45) that his name was given to these plants.   
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Cushion Plant (bottom of steps)  

Joseph Dalton Hooker (1817-1911) was undoubtedly the man who found out most 
about the plants of the Himalayas.  
Joseph Hooker came from a renowned family.  

• His father, William Jackson Hooker, was the first Director of Kew Gardens 
taking that post in 1841.  Previously (WJ) had been Professor of Botany at 
Glasgow University since 1820.  While he had no degree, he was lecturing to 
medical students on botany. 

• Joseph showed great interest in his father’s herbarium, and even attended 
some of his lectures with his brother from the age of 7. 

• At the age of 12 he made a model of ‘his exploration’ to show his father how 
plants grew at different levels. 

 
Sir William met James Clark Ross in 1838 and suggested that his son might join an 
expedition as a naturalist.  Ross cautiously agreed provided Joseph first qualified as 
a doctor and entered the medical services of the Royal Navy.  Previously (1937) 
Joseph had studied astronomy at Glasgow University, and his knowledge of the tools 
of the trade assisted him in mapping Sikkim and Assam in his later travels in India.   

 

• He was a friend of Darwin 

• First to realise Gondwana connections after journey 

• One of the first explorers to use Wardian cases (the equivalent of today’s 
terrariums) when he brought NZ plants home via Antarctica in HMS Erebus.   

• The Antarctic journey was the furthest south of any sailing ship, and also the 
last. 

• They saw and named the most southern active volcano, Mt Erebus, actually 
erupting and Mt Terror an extinct volcano.   

• Hooker nearly drowned twice while on the Antarctic voyage 

• Scott spoke to Hooker about Antarctic conditions before his journey there 
 
He had served his apprenticeship as a naval surgeon and botanist on the last great 
expedition by sail into Antarctic waters, under Captain James Ross.  However, he 
felt he had not seen any tropical plants so began his quest to travel to India and the 
Himalayas to the high passes, which led to his discovery of spectacular 
rhododendron trees and exquisite magnolias. 

• He sent back 25,000 new species of Rhododendrons 

• This journey was funded because of his reputation from the Antarctic journey 
with Ross.   

• 1840s he travelled to Sikkim and Tibet, where a volatile political situation 
coupled with the terrible weather did not deter him from collecting seed from 
25 different species to send back to Kew.  He was largely responsible for the 
Victorian mania for rhododendrons.   

 
Ampelopsis brevipedunculata (with a short flower stalk) also known as porcelain berry, 
has bright turquoise, blue and mauve berries which ripen in late Autumn. The genus was 
named in 1803 and introduced into the United States in 1807 
 
 Ampelopsis is a member of the family Vitaceae, which includes all wine grapes.  
The blue colour arises from a combination (co-pigmentation and the forming of links) of 
anthocyanins and flavanols which are key colour and flavor compounds found in red wine. 
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This vine grows in forests in Northeast China, Siberia, Korea and Japan and climbs in 
shrubs and trees. In 1870. It was introduced to the Unites States where it has become 
invasive in 13 Northeastern States.  
 
Sequoia  
The etymology of the genus name has been presumed—initially in The Yosemite 
Book by Josiah Whitney in 1868[4]—to be in honor of Sequoyah (1767–1843), who was the 
inventor of the Cherokee syllabary.[5] An etymological study published in 2012 concluded that 
Austrian Stephen L. Endlicher is actually responsible for the name. A linguist and botanist, 
Endlicher corresponded with experts in the Cherokee language including Sequoyah, whom 
he admired. 
 
Metasequoia glyptostroboides 
 
Remarkable discoveries are still being made.  The introduction of this tree to the West in late 1940s 
by botanists from Arnold Arboretum in Boston, have horticulture a most celebrated living fossil since 
the introduction of the Ginkgo biloba several centuries earlier.  And more recently the discovery of the 
Wollemi Pine.  
 
The tree was first noticed in 1941 by forester, T. Kan, searching for firewood in N-E Sichuan.  The site 
was mountainous and inaccessible.  He sent some leaves to Beijing to be identified, where they 
caused quite a stir.  By some extraordinary coincidence prior to discovering the tree in China, a 
Japanese paleobotanist was working on fossilized material sent from the Arnold Aboretum.  He found 
what he thought was a new fossilized specimen estimated to have grown 3 million years before.  As it 
looked similar to the Californian Redwood he gave it the name ‘Metasequoia’ (looks like sequoia).   
 

 
Described from fossil material from Japan in 1941, with living 
specimens of its 1 remaining species discovered in Hubei 
Province, China in 1941 and named in 1948.  Chinese name 
is winter spruce.  Prior to this the genus had only been 
known from fossil remains. 

 
 
In 1941, the genus Metasequoia was reported 
by paleobotanist Shigeru Miki as a widely distributed extinct 
genus based on fossils, before attracting considerable 
attention a few years later when small populations were 
found alive in central China. It is a particularly well-known 
example of a living fossil species.  
 
Take path to right of Duck Pond 
 
Ginkgo biloba 
The first record of Europeans encountering it is in 1690 in Japanese temple gardens, where 
the tree was seen by the German botanist Engelbert Kaempfer.  In fact the first Western 
descriptions of both Ginkgo and Camellia were in the notebooks of this German doctor who 
worked in Japan for the Dutch East India Company.  The fact that they were planted in 
temple gardens has led to their survival to today as they are no longer found in the wild. 
 
Engelbert Kaempf (1651 - 1716) was a German naturalist, physician, explorer and writer 
known for his tours of Russia, Persia, India, Southeast Asia, and Japan between 1  683 and 
1693. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Josiah_Whitney
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sequoiadendron_giganteum#cite_note-cnps1-4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sequoyah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cherokee_syllabary
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sequoiadendron_giganteum#cite_note-natcomp-5
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stephan_Endlicher
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paleobotanist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Living_fossil
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Natural_history
https://www.wikiwand.com/en/Exploration
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He wrote two books about his travels. Amoenitatum 
exoticarum, published in 1712, is important for its medical 
observations; and the first extensive description of Japanese 
plants (Flora Japonica). His History of Japan, published 
posthumously in 1727, was the chief source of Western 
knowledge about the country throughout the 18th and mid-
19th centuries, when it was closed to foreigners. 

 

In September 1689, Kaempfer reached Batavia. He spent 
the following winter studying Javanese natural history. Then 
in May 1690 he set out for Japan as physician to the East 
India Company trading post in Nagasaki, the only Japanese 
port then open to Dutch and Chinese ships.   

Kaempfer stayed two years in Japan. When he 
visited Buddhist monks in Nagasaki in February 1691, he was the first western scholar to 
describe the tree Ginkgo biloba. He brought some Ginkgo seeds back that were planted in 
the botanical garden in Utrecht  

 
Cedrus deodara ‘Waverley Ridge’  
Peter Taverna, a noted southern Australian nurseryman, is credited with the introduction of 
this cultivar. It was produced from cuttings taken from a witch's broom on Waverly Ridge 
road, Crafers, South Australia. 
 

Acer davidii, or Père David's maple, is a species of maple in 
the snakebark maple group. It is native to China, 
from Jiangsu south to Fujian and Guangdong, and west to 
southeastern Gansu and Yunnan.[2] 

The tree was originally discovered in 1869 by French 

priest Armand David (1826-1900) who was in Central China as a 

missionary. It was re-discovered by Charles Maries during his visit 
to Jiangsu in 1878. 

 

 
Acer pentaphyllum 
This is said to be the rarest maple in the wild coming from a very 
small area in China and only collected and then raised in the west 
a couple of times so that all cultivated plants come from much the 
same original material. 
 
This maple was discovered in southwestern Sichuan near the small Tibetan town of Muli by 
plant collector Joseph Rock on an expedition sponsored by the National Geographic Society 
in 1929. Three trees survived Rock's journey, all ending up at the Strybing Arboretum in San 
Francisco. 
 
Joseph Francis Charles Rock (1884 – 1962) was an Austrian-
American botanist, explorer, geographer, linguist, ethnographer and photographer. 
While thought to be American, Josef Franz Karl Rock was born in Vienna, Austria, the son of 
a steward of a Polish count. As a result of a generally unhappy childhood and his father's 
determination that he become a priest, Rock set off on a wandering life in late adolescence.  
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jakarta
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Java
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddhist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ginkgo_biloba
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Botanical_garden
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Utrecht_(city)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maple
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Snakebark_maple
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jiangsu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fujian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guangdong
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gansu
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yunnan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acer_davidii#cite_note-focd-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armand_David
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Maries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Botanist
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_explorers
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Geographer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistics
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnographer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Photographer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vienna
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After a few precarious years traveling around Europe, he 
emigrated to the United States in 1905. He travelled to 
Honolulu, Hawaii, in 1907, where he would remain for 13 
years. Although Rock had no tertiary education, a fact about 
which he was sensitive and often dissembled, he had a 
remarkable capability for foreign languages; by the time he 
reached Hawaii he had a reasonable command of more than 
half a dozen, including Chinese. 
 

In 1920 he left Hawaii and moved to China where he stayed 
until 1949.  Despite China being wracked with warlordism, civil 
war and war with Japan during his time there, nevertheless he 
managed to collect and send back to his sponsors in the US 
large quantities of plant and bird specimens, as well as many 

thousands of photographs.  He was renowned for the quality and quantity of his seed and 
plant specimens.  Since he came relatively late in terms of botanical exploration, he 
discovered few new plant species. 
 
His style of expedition typically involved large caravans which besides the necessary 
provisions and equipment for his collections, included a personal cook, table with complete 
dinner setting, a portable bathtub and a phonograph.   
 
Among his sponsors were the National Geographic Society, the Smithsonian Institute, and 
the Arnold Arboretum of Harvard. 
 
He never married, and was emotionally volatile and autocratic in manner giving him a well-
deserved reputation as a difficult character.   
 
Pseudotsuga menzseii, Douglas Fir  David Douglas 
An impressive erect tree varies from 20 to 100m high and up to 9m wide is one of the world’s 
most important timber trees. An ornamental native of western North America (British 
Columbia to central Mexico) is commonly associated with Oregon (its state tree that features 
on their recent number plates). Elsewhere the term Oregon is often used for the highly 
sought after soft fine-grained timber. The genus name ‘pseudotsuga’ means false hemlock? 
 
So why is Pseudotsuga menzsieii known as the Douglas Fir despite being named after the 
naturalist Archibald Menzies who first documented the tree on Vancouver Island in 1791? 
One of its many previous names was Pinus douglasii, after the Scottish botanist, David 
Douglas, a rival of Menzies. Douglas became a prolific collector of North American plants 

des pite his humble beginnings.  
 
Gaining a position at the Botanical Gardens of Glasgow 
University he impressed the noted botanist Sir William 
Jackson Hooker. In 1823, on Hooker's recommendation, 
the Royal Horticultural Society chose Douglas as a 
botanical collector. He was destined for China, but 
arrangements fell through and he was sent to eastern 
North America to look for useful horticultural plants for 
England such as fruit trees, forest trees, and oaks. His 
second trip, to the Pacific Northwest, ranks among the 
great botanical explorations introducing more than 200 
Pacific Northwest plants to Great Britain. The Douglas-
fir was introduced into cultivation in 1827.   His third and 
final trip in 1834 was to western North America ending 

in Hawaii where he died at only 35 years under mysterious circumstances. 
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Eucalyptus  obliqua 
David Nelson (? -1789) was employed by Sir Joseph Banks to collect botanical specimens 
for the Royal Gardens at Kew on Captain James Cook’s third voyage to the Pacific (1776 to 
1780). Whilst Nelson was not a botanist, Banks had trained him in plant and seed collection, 
preservation and methods of safely transporting them, together with procedures for record 
keeping.  
 
 
In January 1777 the Discovery called in to Adventure Bay, 
Bruny Island Tasmania and Nelson collected plant material 
as instructed, including samples of a hitherto un-named tree 
we know now as Eucalyptus. In London Charles Louis 
L’Heriteur de Brutelle, botanist, named the tree’s genus for 
the little caps covering the flower buds using the Greek 
words eu meaning “well” and calyptus meaning “covered”. 
He then determined the species name to be obliqua to 
describe the asymmetrical or oblique leaf base.  
 
On his return to London in 1780 David Nelson worked as a 
gardener at Kew for seven years before Banks again 
arranged his employment, this time as botanist to Captain 
William Bligh’s voyage on the Bounty to Tahiti to obtain breadfruit trees intended for the 
West Indies. He was caught up in the mutiny, and remaining loyal to the captain, was one of 
the 19 cast adrift in a small boat. After a voyage of 3,800 miles and 6 weeks at sea, the boat 
reached Kupang in West Timor, where Nelson died of fever a few days later. 
.  
A monument to commemorate the collection of the “type’” specimen of Eucalyptus obliqua 
and David Nelson was erected on Bruny Island as part of Australia’s Bicentenary in 1988. Mt 

Nelson in Tasmania is also named in his honour.  
 
Pinus wallichiana      
  
Nathaniel Wallich (1786-1854) was a surgeon and botanist 
of Danish origin who worked in India, including for the 
Danish East India Company and later for the British East 
India Company as assistant surgeon. He undertook 
expeditions to Nepal, West Hindustan and lower Burma and 
became the founder and first curator of the Indian Museum 
in Calcutta. He was involved in the early development of the 
Calcutta Botanical Garden describing many new plant 
species and developing a large herbarium of 20,000 
specimens which was distributed to collections in Europe 
and Calcutta.  
In 1822 at the behest of his friend Sir Stamford Raffles he 

travelled to Singapore to design the botanical garden. 
 
One of Wallich’s greatest contributions to the field of plant exploration was the assistance he 
regularly gave to the many plant hunters who stopped in Calcutta on their way to the 
Himalayas. 41 plant species bear his name, including Pinus wallichiana, the Himalayan or 
Bhutan pine, and Widdringtonia wallichii, the Clanwilliam cedar from South Africa.  
Pinus wallichiana is a conifer tree native to the Himalaya, Karakoram and Hindu Kush 
mountains. Seed from the tree was introduced in England by Nathaniel Wallich. The leaves 
(“needles”) are held in bundles of five and often droop gracefully. The cones are long and 
slender, yellow-buff when mature and attractive. The wood is a commercial source of 
turpentine.  


