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pink flowers of Bartram’s
Rhododendron nudiflorum did in
spring. This American rhododen-
dron - also called pinxterbloom
azalea - is the parent of many
modern hybrids. 

The Duke of Bedford was not
the only person to seek
Collinson’s advice for the
Thorndon auction, for the jockey-
ing for position in the horticultur-
al race had reached its height
when Collinson had announced, in
December 1742, that he was plan-
ning a visit to Thorndon. The
Duke of Norfolk, for example,
needed American trees and shrubs
for his garden at Worksop in
Nottinghamshire (which Petre had
designed) as well as the Duke of
Richmond who was laying out the
parkland at Goodwood in Suffolk.
Richmond in particular was des-
perate for Petre’s plants as he had
increased his estate from 200 to
11,000 acres. He bombarded
Collinson with letters, asking for
large quantities such as one hun-
dred five-foot Thuja occidentalis
to match the ones he already had
and forty tulip trees, writing that
he would pay any price for them
because ‘they are not to be gott

any where else’. When
Collinson replied that
Lady Petre was willing
to send all the trees he
had ordered,
Richmond became
even more greedy,  ‘I
fear I am still craving
more’ and asked for
eighty tulip trees
instead of forty. His
greatest fear was that
‘the Dukes of Bedford
& Norfolk will sweep
them [the trees] all
away’.

Perhaps it was the
competition over the
Thorndon trees (or the
fact that, when the
three men eventually
shared the plants
amongst them, they
did not have enough)
that triggered another
large order for yet
more American
species from Bartram.
Whatever the reason, a
few months after the

Thorndon auction Bartram
received a one-off order of 35
guineas from them. Over the next
decades he dispatched tens of
thousands of seed boxes, import-
ing America to Britain and stock-
ing the gardens and nurseries with
the coveted colourful shrubs,
magnificent trees and luscious
evergreens. By the end of the
eighteenth century the rare
American plants that the Dukes of
Bedford, Richmond and Norfolk
had fought over had become
affordable and were available in
nurseries across the country - the
gardening obsession had arrived
in England and as the new century
dawned, ownership of a garden
came to be seen as an essential
pre-requisite for happiness.
‘Scarce a person, from the peer to
the cottager,’ one horticultural
writer observed, ‘thinks himself
tolerably happy without being
possessed of a garden’. 
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Tulip tree 
(Liriodendron tulipifera)
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Andrea Wulf ’s book
The Brother Gardeners.

Botany, Empire and the Birth of an Obsession
is published by William Heinemann 

and was longlisted for the 
Samuel Johnson Prize 2008


