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Andrea 
Wulf For too long, women have 

been written out of gar-
dening history. Today most 
people think of Gertrude 
Jekyll when asked to name 
a famous woman gardener, 

as if she were the only one. 
Catherine Horwood sets the 

records straight, taking the reader 
on a breezy journey through four 
centuries of women gardeners in 
Britain. Between the lines is the 
question ‘Why do women garden?’, 
which Beth Chatto, one of the great-
est living plantswomen, recently 
answered with ‘You can’t go on hav-
ing babies but you can nurture life’.

There are other reasons, too. 
Women who were excluded from 
‘society’ often turned to plants. In 
the 18th Century, Henrietta Luxbor-
ough was accused by her husband  
of having an affair and banished  
to deepest Warwickshire, where she 
created a beautiful garden (as well 
as coining the word ‘shrubbery’). 

Lady Dorothy Nevill was shunned 
by the Victorian court because she 
had spent half an hour in a garden 
pavilion with a man of notorious 

reputation, but became 
such a respected gar-

dener that Charles  
Darwin requested 

plants from her for 
his research. 

Being removed 
from the usual con-
straints of British 

society seems to have 
been conducive to 
developing a garden 

obsession. Another exam-
ple of this was the many women  
who, in tandem with the expanding 

Empire, were stationed abroad with 
their husbands and used their time 
and greater freedom to collect plants. 
While Robert Clive was securing 
India for Britain, his wife, Henrietta, 
was discovering new species around 
Mysore. Today at Kew the herbaria 
that the wives of doctors, civil serv-
ants and Army officers assembled 
testify to their contributions.

Women have always gardened, 
growing fruit and vegetables for 
their larder, herbs for medicinal 
potions and flowers for their beauty, 
but from the early 17th Century 
they became more visible. They left 
diaries and letters, or were listed as 
market gardeners and as labourers 
in the records of great estates. 

By the late 18th Century plants 
and botany had become such a  
popular female pastime that John 
Lindley, Professor of Botany at the 
University of London, insisted on 
separating ‘drawing room’ botany 
from ‘proper science’ in the 1830s. 
As Horwood writes: ‘He slammed 
the drawing-room door firmly shut 
in the face of any female involve-
ment at an academic level.’

The story of women gardeners 
allows Horwood to look at society as 
a whole because they can be found 
in every social strata, from queens 
and aristocratic ladies to woman 
weeders and fruit sellers. Some 
spent fortunes on rare plants and 
grand landscape designs, while for 
others gardening was an occupation 
that allowed them to earn a living. 

Gardening Women also tells the 
story of women’s battle to carve a 
place within the male-dominated 
profession. It wasn’t until 1891 that 
the first horticultural college 
accepted female students, but even 
with professional training it 
remained difficult for them to find 
employment.

Kew Gardens admitted its first 
female gardeners in 1896, to the 
great amusement of the Press and 
public who called them ‘Kewriosi-
ties’ and ‘Kewties’. 

But it took the zoologists and bota-
nists of the Linnean Society a whole 
century to elect female fellows. 
Even the BBC waited until the Eight-
ies before the first female garden-
ing presenter appeared on-screen.

Horwood’s book is ambitious 
because she includes not only prac-
tical gardeners but also women who 
were botanical artists, writers and 
collectors. Sometimes the structure 
seems a little muddled, but she suc-
ceeds in capturing the passion, skill 
and determination of these women. 

The story is packed with lovely 
detail and quirky stories, ranging 
from the plantswoman Valerie Finn-
is’s wedding day, which she and her 
husband chose to spend weeding, to 
Joy Larkcom’s account of her dis-
covery of the Lollo Rosso lettuce for 
the British kitchen in 1970 after see-
ing a grower hawking it in Italy with 
‘sweeping, busty gestures in the air’ 
and the cry: ‘Lollo! Lollobrigida!’

Publisher Geoff Blackwell 

has cornered the market in 

photo-sentimentality with his 

M.I.L.K series: Moments  

Of Intimacy, Laughter and 

Kinship. After the success  

of the delightful portraits  

in Dear Mum, he has  

now produced Dear Dad 

(Abrams, £9.99  £8.99  

inc p&p), in time for Father’s  

Day next month.

Celebrated photographer 

Elliott Erwitt has once  

again trawled the world  

for pictures like these  

from Canada, left, and 

Madagascar, right, that best 

illustrate how the bond 

between fathers and their 

children transcends borders, 

cultures and religions.

Fathers far 
and wide

If you like this
WHY NOT TRY...
Virgins, Weeders And Queens: 
A History Of Women In The 
Garden, by Twigs Way (Sutton).

REAPING REWARDS: Gardeners’ 
World presenter Alys Fowler is just the 
latest woman to find growing fame
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