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Tucked away in a corner of the Tropical Nursery at 
the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew are a couple of unassuming 
plants called Mellissia begoniifolia (St Helena boxwood) from 
one of the most remote islands in the world: St Helena. 
1,200 miles from Africa and 1,800 miles from South 
America in the South Atlantic, it is most famous as the 
island of exile of Napoleon Bonaparte. The saplings look 
neither impressive nor particularly beautiful, but Colin 
Clubbe, the man who oversees all of Kew’s work in the 
UK Overseas Territories, pulls out a photograph of a few 
lonely shrubs clinging to a barren cliff. These are the last 
10 adult plants left in the wild in the world, which casts 
the pots at Kew in a different light: these little saplings 
hold the future of their species. 

The Tropical Nursery is one of those many hidden places 
at Kew where botanists, geneticists and horticulturists 
work together with international organisations to make a 
tangible difference to the world. Beyond the parkland, 
populated with trees, follies and the grand Palm House, 
lies a maze of buildings, glasshouses and nurseries. Here, 
science is applied to the future of life on our planet. There 

is, for example, the Herbarium, which holds more than 
7 million dried specimens, from the earliest days of plant 
collecting to the modern day; the Jodrell Laboratory, where 
plants are classified – and often reclassified – according  
to their DNA; and the Micropropagation Unit where 
endangered plants become ‘test-tube 
babies’, propagated in the laboratory.

Looking forward
This year Kew is celebrating its 250th 
anniversary as a botanic garden (it was a 
Royal pleasure garden prior to this), an 
occasion that is being used to launch its 
ambitious ‘Breathing Planet Programme’, 
the organisation’s vision and action plan 
for the next decade. 

At the top of Kew’s agenda is plant con-
servation because, as Director Stephen 
Hopper says, ‘the primary contemporary 
motivation is to ensure that we can 
understand and care for biodiversity in 

a way that gives us all a future’. The greatest challenge is 
to inspire people to understand the direct relationship 
between maintaining high biodiversity and ensuring a 
sustainable life. The botanic garden is not an institute of 
pure science, he says. ‘We are not going to merely document 
the “widgets” while Rome burns.’ At a time of global envi-
ron mental problems, it is clear Kew wants to be an active 
player in helping solve them.

conservation in action
One of the areas that Kew intends to strengthen, Stephen 
says, is the restoration of damaged wild vegetation. The 
Tropical Nursery is key to this: a 4,000sq m glasshouse 
divided into 21 ‘zones’ of different temperatures and 
humidity, it is the home of some of Kew’s most exciting 
plants. St Helena’s Mellissia begoniifolia is housed here, in 
a zone dedicated to the ‘conservation collections’. Many 
of these are so-called Island Flora: groups of plants that 
are of particular concern to botanists. 

Like St Helena, some islands are separated by hundreds 

or thousands of miles of ocean from the nearest continent 
and because of this isolation many of their plants are 
adapted to their particular environments, and are found 
nowhere else on earth – they are endemic to their island. 

Islands are by their very nature small and fragile eco-
systems in which non-native, invasive species (both flora 
and fauna, including the humans that usually introduce 
the aliens) have caused havoc. In fact about half of the 
species recorded as becoming extinct in historical times 
are from such islands, Colin Clubbe says. 

Kew works with several islands that are part of the UK 
Overseas Territories – former crown colonies that are still 
under British sovereignty. Sometimes it is their long 
connection to the British Empire that has resulted in 
devastating effects on the island’s flora. Kew’s first Director, 
Sir Joseph Banks, for example (who was involved with 
the gardens from 1773 and a founding member of the 
RHS in 1804), was delighted when he discovered Phormium 
tenax in New Zealand in the late 18th century. An excellent 
source of fibre, it was introduced to St Helena to make P 

remote rescues
this year is the 250th anniversary of the founding of the royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. 
Andrea Wulf takes a trip round the globe to examine its work in conserving island floras, 
including saving some of the most critically endangered plants. Photography by rBG Kew

‘Colin pulls out a photograph of a few lonely shrubs 
Clinging to a barren Cliff. these are the last 10 adult plants 
[of st helena boxwood] left in the wild, in the world’

Kew’s island flora researCh and Conservation
Endangered plants and the threats to them:
l Anegada: Acacia anegadensis 5 , habitat loss 
l  Falkland Islands: 23 species iucn red listed, 

overgrazing by sheep 
l  Madagascar and Mauritius: many endemic 

plants threatened, habitat loss
l  Montserrat: Epidendrum montserratense 1 , 

habitat loss due to volcanism
l  Rodrigues: Ramosmania rodriguesii 4 , 

overcollection and habitat loss 
l  St Helena: Mellissia begoniifolia 3 , 

overgrazing 
l UK: Cypripedium calceolus 2 , habitat loss

ConSeRvAtIon In 
pRACtICe the native 
flora of st helena in 
the south atlantic has 
suffered from deforest
ation and overgrazing. 
scientists from the 
royal Botanic Gardens, 
Kew have raised 
seedlings of Mellissia 
begoniifolia (st helena 
boxwood) 3  to supple
ment the remaining 
few plants on the 
island (above). But 
despite their attempts 
at micropropagation, 
the lastknown 
Nesiota elliptica 
(st helena olive) died 
in 2003, taking the 
species into extinction
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sacks for the British postal service, but soon became 
invasive, out-competing the native flora. 

Today, Kew’s botanists work together with the St Helena 
Government to control New Zealand flax as well as to 
repatriate endangered endemics such as Mellissia begoniifolia. 
They have already been successful: from only two surviving 
St Helena ebony trees (Trochetiopsis ebenus) – almost grazed 
to extinction by introduced goats – several thousand have 
been propagated at Kew and on St Helena, and are once 
again growing on the island. 

In situ education
An important aspect of Kew’s work is to send staff to the 
islands to create an awareness of how important endangered 
plants are, and at times bringing local islanders to Kew. 
With virtually no possibility of botanical training in such 
remote places, one of the most important aspects of their 
work, Colin says, is providing knowledge to local people. 

A major challenge is to excite locals about threatened 
plants, especially if the species do not look impressive or 
beautiful. Acacia anegadensis, a thorny shrub from the 
British Virgin Islands in the Caribbean is one such example. 

It only grows on the island of Anegada, in an area of 
2,500ha and, as Colin recently discovered, on a tiny unin-
habited island nearby. There are still more than 1,000 plants 
left but development for tourism is encroaching on their 
habitat. ‘So people ask, what’s so important about this spiny 
horrible old thing?’ Colin says, ‘but when we bring a global 
perspective to the issue and local people understand that 
this is the only place in the world where this plant grows, 
they often realise its importance.’ 

Colin and his team also work together with politicians, 
town planners and tourist boards to influence building 
practices. In a way, the propagation of endangered plants 
such as Mellissia begoniifolia or Acacia anegadensis is almost 
the last step – more pressing is the prevention of the 
destruction of their habitats in the first place. Colin says 
that one of the most exciting aspects of these projects is to 
‘translate the work of botanists for politicians’ and to see 
their work ‘percolate into local building practices’.

Another plant of particular concern in the Tropical 
Nursery is Ramosmania rodriguesii (café 
marron) from Rodrigues Island, 340 
miles northeast of Mauritius in the Indian 

Ocean, which was thought to be 
extinct until a single plant was 
discovered by a local schoolboy 
in the 1980s; three branches were 
sent to Kew, where staff were able 
to propagate it from cuttings.

Carlos Magdalena, a horticul-
turist at the Tropical Nursery, has 
developed a bit of an obsession for 
beautiful, white-flowered coffee 
relative café marron. Having first 
seen it in 2000 when he visited 
Kew as a tourist, he was amazed 
to be put in charge of it when he joined the team in 2003. 
Despite flowering throughout the year, the plant never 
produced seed. It was long thought to be sterile and had 
become, as Carlos says, the ‘Living Dead’ – a plant that 
could only be reproduced by humans through cuttings, 
and therefore could never be successfully reintroduced to 

the wild as it could not reproduce itself.
The most famous of the ‘Living Dead’ 

is probably Cosmos atrosanguineus (choco-
late cosmos), native to northern Mexico 
but now extinct in the wild. Although 
ubiquitous in our flowerbeds, every one 
of the millions growing in gardens 
today is a clone from a single plant. 

But Carlos did not give up with café 
marron. ‘If you see a plant that blossoms 
continuously,’ he says, ‘you just keep 
trying.’ Thousands of trials led to the 
discovery of appropriate environmental 
conditions that forced the remaining 
clone to set seed in 2003. Since then 
more than 50 seedlings have been 
germinated, seeds have been stored in 

the Millennium Seed Bank, and several plants have been 
reintroduced to the Rodrigues Island. 

worldwide reach
It is the global ambition that makes Kew’s work so 
important. ‘Partnership with other countries,’ Stephen 
Hopper says, ‘is essential.’ Kew and the Millennium Seed 
Bank, at its garden at Wakehurst Place, West Sussex – which 
now holds seed from 10 percent of the world’s plants, 
including the rarest and most useful – are already involved 
in collaborations with 800 institutions worldwide. Many 
of these projects focus on ‘hotspots’ where plant diversity 
is richest and under the greatest threats. 

For example, Madagascar, the fourth largest island in 
the world, is home to more than 10,000 plant species,  
90 percent of which are endemic, but only 18 percent of 
the native vegetation remains intact. Last year Kew and 
several international partners published a vegetation map 
of the island, an essential tool for conservation work. 

Other Island Flora projects are in Mauritius (Indian 

Ocean), Turks and Caicos Islands and Montserrat (Carib-
bean), and Falkland Islands and Ascension (South Atlantic). 
The British Isles are not forgotten either: Kew’s Micro-
propagation Unit propagated Cypripedium calceolus (lady 
slipper orchid), the rarest plant in the UK – at one point 
down to a single plant – for reintroduction at a secret 
location in Yorkshire. 

‘Kew is one of those places,’ says Stephen Hopper, ‘that 
offers a sense of hope in a time of relative doom and 
gloom, where individuals, by doing practical things with 
plants, can make a small but significant difference.’ Today, 
250 years on, it is good to know that the work of the Royal 
Botanic Gardens, Kew still leads the world. n

Andrea Wulf is a historian and is author of The Brother 
Gardeners: Botany, Empire and the Birth of an Obsession

BACK FRoM tHe 
BRInK Café marron 
(Ramosmania 
rodriguesii) 4 is a 
Kew success story: 
saved from the brink 
of extinction when 
Carlos magdalena 
coaxed viable seed 
(below) from plants 
grown from cuttings 
from the last surviving 
wild individual. habitat 
loss, introduction of 
exotic animals and 
overcollection by 
locals – who believed  
it cured hangovers 
and venereal disease 
– probably led to  
its decline

lonely SURvIvoR 
Acacia anegadensis 5  
and one of the oldest 
examples in the wild 
(above). this species  
is restricted to two 
tiny coral islands in 
the Caribbean, the 
larger of which rises 
no more than 8m 
above sea level, 
leaving it vulnerable to 
hurricanes and rising 
sea levels caused by 
climate change 

‘Café marron was thought to be extinCt until a single plant  
was disCovered by a loCal sChoolboy in the 1980s’

‘people ask, what’s so 
important about this  
spiny, horrible old thing?’

Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, richmond, surrey  
tw9 3aB; 020 8332 5655; www.kew.org. 

open: daily (except 24 & 25 dec), 9.30am–4.15pm until 
7 feb; 9.30am–5.30pm until 28 mar.  
l Behind-the-Scenes Tours: from 13 feb–6 mar there is a 
rare chance for visitors to tour the tropical nursery. Booking 
is essential: tel 020 8332 5604 or email tours@kew.org. 

for more on the UK overseas territories 
Conservation Forum and its work to conserve 

endemic species in the 14 territories, visit: www.ukotcf.org
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