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Peter Collinson adored gardening,
and had initiated a plant import
enterprise that was changing the

English landscape. Ten years previously
he had instructed the American farmer
John Bartram to crisscross the North
American colonies in search of trees and
shrubs for the English garden. Every year
Bartram left his farm in the capable hands
of his wife and set out into the wilderness
to collect seeds, cones and acorns. Neatly
wrapped in paper bags and packed in large
wooden boxes tens of thousands of seeds
arrived every year at London’s docks.
Collinson distributed the floral cargo to
his friends - ‘the brother gardeners’ as
they called each other - for whom he had
set up a subscription system. The Duke of
Bedford was one of Bartram’s customers
and for five guineas per box, they received
105 different species of American plants. 

Like Bartram’s other clients, the
Duke of Bedford wanted the rare
American species in order to bring colour
and variety to his parkland at Woburn.
Most of Batram’s plants, though, were still
little saplings and the Duke was impatient
to see his groves and shrubberies in all
their mature glory. When he heard that
Bartram’s most longstanding customer,
Lord Petre, had died and that the widow
was selling the most valuable trees and shrubs,
the Duke was keen to procure as many as he
possible could. The great attraction of Petre’s
American specimens was that they were
already ten years old and would advance the
garden project at Woburn enormously. The
Duke had written to Collinson to join him at
Thorndon, so that ‘he may form some
Judgement of ye Quantities he may...purchase’. 

Collinson had an encyclopaedic knowl-
edge of Thorndon’s trees and shrubs because he
had not only been Petre’s plant importer but
also best friend and garden adviser. Together
they had designed grounds that were regarded
as the most innovative in England. Petre and
Collinson had dismantled the ideas that had
underpinned the baroque garden. They
eschewed the formal arrangements in which
each specimen plant had stood alone against a

backdrop of ebony earth, like the elegant mar-
quetry work on a precious piece of furniture of
the time. In the seventeenth-century garden, no
branch or flower-head had been allowed to
grow unruly. These gardens had been like pre-
cious jewel boxes in which each gem was laid
out side by side in order to be inspected and
admired. At Thorndon, however, it was nature
herself who created the shapes and patterns.
Bartram’s trees could offer columns, cones,
pyramids or spheres without the need for prun-
ing shears; branches feathered down or twisted
towards the sun; some trees grew so bushy that
they were green barriers, while others were as
delicate as ornamental lattice work against the
sky. The bark could be smooth and almost
waxen, or striped, grooved or peeling.
Collinson described the way in which Petre
used a tree’s foliage, its texture, bark, height

and shape, as his ‘living pencils’. No
other garden in England combined the
new ideas of the informal landscape gar-
den with such horticultural genius and
arboreal diversity.

Thanks to Bartram, British garden-
ers had a wonderfully broad palette to
play with. Until Bartram began sending
his boxes, autumn in England had been a
fairly lacklustre affair. Now the falling of
leaves was preceded by an extraordinary
show. Scarlet oak and white ash compet-
ed with the bloodied foliage of tupelo,
and the glowing reds and oranges of the
large fluttering maple leaves, with the
aubergine purple of liquidambar. There
were trees that were clothed in beautiful
blossoms such as catalpa and tulip trees,
and shrubs that flowered in spring and
produced berries in autumn. There was
Viburnum dentatum which Bartram had
introduced only a few years previously
and which was also called arrowwood
because the Indians used its straight
branches for their arrows; and Rhus
typhina, one of the earliest American
plants to have been brought to Britain.
The latter remained colourful even after it
had shed its bright red leaves in autumn,
parading upright cones of clustered tiny
red fruits at the tip of its naked antler-like

branches (the shape of the branches gave the
species its common name - staghorn sumac).
The creation of year-round beauty on such a
scale was an entirely new art. Britain had, for
example, only four native evergreens (Scot’s
pine, holly, box and yew), but Bartram was able
to send dozens of species of coniferous trees
such as white pine which was admired for its
long feathery tufts of needles and straight
growth. But not only the evergreens provided
winter interest. Against the backdrop of dark
conifers or variegated hollies, the blossom and
berries and even some branches of the
American shrubs glowed red and orange on
crisp winter mornings. Many of them had never
been seen before in England, such as witch
hazel whose spidery yellow blossoms that
clung to its naked branches surprised garden
visitors in winter in the same way as the pale
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In spring 1743, the cloth merchant Peter Collinson hurried from his office in
Gracechurch Street in the City of London to meet the Duke of Bedford for they
had arranged to go on a shopping trip. But they did not want to buy shiny silks,
silver buckles or elegant tableware - instead they were on their way to Thorndon

Park in Essex for the most exciting plant auction of their age. 
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White pine which was also called Lord Weymouth pine (Pinus strobus)
Illustration: Society of Gardeners’s Catalogus Plantarum, 1730,
reproduced with permission of the Linnean Society, London


