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BOTANICAL  SCIENCE  IN  VICTORIA  100  YEARS  AGO

By  J.  H.  Willis
National Herbarium of Victoria

[Read 8 October 1959]

Any  attempt  to  discuss  the  state  of  botanical  science  in  Victoria  100  years  ago
might  well  be  introduced  by  some  account  of  the  attainments  in  this  field  up  to,  say,
1850—i.e.,  before  the  discovery  of  gold,  and  only  16  years  after  the  first  permanent
settlements  at  Portland  and  Melbourne.  Those  pioneer  settlers,  needless  to  say,
had  very  little  time  to  spare  for  botanical  pursuits,  or  for  any  other  purely  academic
studies.  What  little  we  do  know  about  Victorian  plant  life  prior  to  1850  comes
entirely  from  published  reports  of  the  very  few  visiting  British  explorers  and  a
couple  of  local  pastoralists  whose  collections  were  all  sent  back  to  England.  There
was  no  local  expert  or  herbarium  to  receive  such  material,  and  no  institution  in
the  young  colony  for  fostering  botany.

Earliest  in  the  field  was  Robert  Brown,  friend  of  Sir  Joseph  Banks  and
naturalist  to  Captain  Matthew  Flinders  on  the  Investigator  which  sailed  into  Port
Phillip  at  the  end  of  April  1802.  Brown  lost  no  opportunity  to  go  ashore  while  his
ship  remained  inside  the  Heads  for  a  week;  but,  although  he  climbed  Arthur’s  Seat,
little  could  be  found  in  flower  so  late  in  the  autumn.  He  returned  to  Port  Phillip
in  January  1804,  and  spent  another  week  collecting  in  the  vicinity  of  present-day
Sorrento  during  the  abandonment  of  Collins’s  unsuccessful  attempt  at  settlement
there.  The  full  extent  of  these  first  botanical  collections  from  Victorian  soil  is  not
known;  but  we  have  evidence  that  Brown  gathered  from  (or  noted)  about  100
species,  18  of  which  provided  him  with  the  type  material  of  undescribed  plants.

Even  more  important  are  the  gatherings  of  Major  T.  L.  Mitchell,  made  in  the
W.  half  of  Victoria,  and  particularly  the  Grampians,  between  June  and  October
1836.  Professor  Lindley  worked  up  this  collection  in  London,  describing  40  out
of  at  least  150  numbers  as  species  new  to  science.  Several  of  Mitchell’s  plants  had
already  been  discovered  around  Port  Phillip  Heads  by  Robert  Brown,  so  that  no
more  than  180  species  accrued  from  the  combined  efforts  of  these  investigators.
Ronald  C.  Gunn  and  James  Backhouse  independently  visited  S.  shores  of  Victoria
(chiefly  Port  Phillip)  between  1836  and  1838;  a  few  plant  specimens  were  taken
by  each,  but  the  number  has  never  been  assessed  and  their  effect  in  elucidating
Victoria’s  flora  was  inconsequential.

F.  M.  Adamson,  a  settler  near  Melbourne  from  1840  to  1855,  sent  plant  speci¬
mens  to  Sir  William  Hooker  at  Kew,  England.  Simultaneously,  J.  G.  Robertson
built  up  a  plant  collection  of  4,000  dried  specimens  at  Casterton  where  he  managed
an  early  pastoral  holding;  they  were  presented  to  Kew  Herbarium  upon  his  return
to  Britain  in  the  mid-1850’s.  These,  apparently,  were  the  first  botanical  contributions
by  residents  within  the  colony,  but  none  of  their  material  remained  here.

It  is  doubtful  whether  more  than  about  500  plant  species  had  ever  been  collected
in  Victoria  before  1852.  During  the  winter  of  that  year  a  youthful  German  migrant,
Dr  Ferdinand  Mueller,  was  attracted  from  Adelaide  to  the  Victorian  gold-fields,
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his  objective  being  to  establish  a  pharmaceutical  business  among  the  new  diggings
in  Castlemaine  district.  Also  at  this  time  Lt-<Governor  LaTrobe  was  looking  for
a  capable  man  who  would  act  as  colonial  botanist  and  undertake  a  thorough  survey
of  the  country's  vegetation.

Dr  Mueller’s  enthusiasm  for  botany  equalled,  if  not  exceeded,  his  interest  in
chemistry.  He  had  obtained  a  doctorate  of  philosophy  at  Kiel  University  through
a  treatise  on  the  familiar  weed.  Shepherd's  Purse  (Cap  sella  bursa-past  oris)  and,
immediately  upon  arrival  at  Adelaide  in  December  1847,  he  began  to  investigate
the  South  Australian  flora,  journeying  as  far  afield  as  Rivoli  Bay  to  the  S.  and
Lake  Torrens  in  the  N.  The  strange  new  plants  of  his  adopted  country  held  endless
fascination  for  young  Mueller  who  published  a  preliminary  account  of  their  broader
features  in  1850—The  Murray-scrub  botanically  sketched'.  It  was  to  be  the  fore¬
runner  of  some  800  papers  and  major  works  on  Australian  botany  that  flowed  from
his  pen  during  the  next  46  years.  Although  concerned  with  South  Australia,  this
first  small  paper  could  apply  almost  equally  to  the  Mallee  areas  of  NW.  Victoria.
Queensland’s  greatest  botanist,  Frederick  Manson  Bailey,  once  paid  this  remarkable
tribute:

1847  must,  for  all  time,  be  looked  upon  as  the  great  apoch  of  Australian  botany  ....
it  is  due  to  his  (Mueller’s)  zeal  in  the  cause,  and  indefatigable  labour,  that  the  way  of
the botanist at the present time is so plain and easy.

By  the  time  he  came  to  Victoria,  Mueller  had  made  a  favourable  impression
on  the  leading  botanical  men  of  W.  Europe,  both  through  his  writings  and  donations
of  dried  material.  Thus,  Sir  William  Hooker  of  Kew  recommended  his  appointment
as  the  first  full-time  Colonial  Botanist  of  Victoria,  and  late  in  January  1853  he
assumed office.

From  then  onward  the  story  of  botanical  science  in  Victoria  became  identical
with  the  personal  activities  of  Ferdinand  Mueller;  he  was  virtually  alone  in  the
field.

So  much  has  already  been  written  about  his  exploits,  his  researches,  his  diverse
interests  and  extraordinary  powers  of  application,  that  it  would  be  redundant  to
enlarge  upon  them  now;  but  one  may  be  pardoned,  perhaps,  for  referring  to  one  or
two  notable  achievements  of  just  a  century  ago.

The  most  meagre  information  and  equipment  confronted  Mueller  as  he  began
work  in  1853—even  the  few  previous  collections  of  Victorian  plants  were  all
overseas  and  thus  inaccessible  to  him.  Within  6  weeks  of  appointment  he  was  away
exploring  the  unknown  alpine  fastnesses  of  Mt  Buffalo  and  Mt  Buller  by  packhorse;
thence  he  crossed  the  intervening  mountainous  terrain  to  the  Latrobe  R.  and
Wilson’s  Promontory,  and  so  back  to  Melbourne  along  the  coast—a  3  months'  trip
of  about  1,500  m.  Toward  the  end  of  the  same  year  he  undertook  a  far  more  ambi¬
tious  journey,  covering  2,500  m.  and  lasting  5£  months.  This  was  W.  from  Mel¬
bourne  to  the  Grampians,  across  to  the  Avoca  R.  sources  and  down  that  stream
almost  as  far  as  the  Murray,  then  W.  again  to  Lake  Lalbert  and  through  Mallee
scrub  to  Swan  Hill,  down  the  Murray  to  Wentworth  and  then  back  up  the  river
to  Albury,  along  the  Mitta  Mitta  to  Omeo,  the  rugged  Cobboras  peaks  (6,000  ft.),
down  the  Snowy  and  E.  across  the  various  Gippsland  rivers  to  Melbourne.  He  had
by  now  been  practically  all  round  the  colony,  and  what  a  harvest  these  two  first
journeys  yielded!  The  combined  4,000  m.  trek  of  1853/54  acquainted  Mueller  with
1,500  species  of  higher  Victorian  plants,  many  being  hitherto  unknown  to  science.

August  1854  witnessed  the  inauguration  of  the  Philosophical  Society  of  Victoria,
precursor  to  the  Royal  Society,  and  Mueller  was  a  foundation  member  (later
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South  Kensington,  on  such  neglected  subjects  as  cryptogams,  palaeontology,
cytology  and  physiology.  Experimental  pathology  did  not  come  into  its  own  in
Britain  until  the  teachings  of  H.  M.  Ward  from  about  1880;  ecology  sprang  into
prominence  under  the  Danish  leadership  of  Warming  from  1895;  while  the  genetic
approach  in  botany  is  even  younger,  stemming  from  about  1900  when  Hugo  de
Vries,  Correns  and  others  introduced  to  the  world  those  laws  of  heredity  propounded
by  the  brilliant  experimenters  Naudin  and  Mendel,  who  both  wrote  of  their  re¬
searches  during  1865.  In  all  these  trends  away  from  purely  floristic  botany,  Australia
has  probably  been  slower  to  adopt  modern  disciplines  and  techniques  than  the
United  Kingdom.

An  amusing  episode  from  the  botanical  stage  of  early  Victoria  concerns  one
William  Swainson,  a  visitor  from  New  Zealand  who  was  engaged  by  Lt-Governor
LaTrobe  in  September  1852  (just  prior  to  Dr  Mueller’s  appointment  as  first
colonial  botanist  to  ‘pursue  investigations  into  the  botanical  character  of  Aus¬
tralian  trees’;  the  salary  was  to  be  £350  per  annum,  with  travelling  expenses.  There
is  no  indication  that  Swainson  and  Mueller  ever  crossed  paths  (or  swords),  but
each  must  have  been  aware  of  the  other’s  activities.  A  year  later  (2/10/1853)  Mr
Swainson  made  an  extraordinary  report  to  Parliament,  setting  out  the  ‘result  of
my  botanical  investigations  in  this  province’.  He  claimed  to  have  collected  1,520
species  and  varieties  of  Eucalyptus  and  200  species  of  Casuarina,  calling  the  latter
‘Australian  pines’.

With  reference  to  the  eucalypts  he  remarked:  ‘not  many  more  than  40  species,
I  believe,  have  been  published  as  inhabiting  the  whole  of  Australia’.  As  a  matter
of  fact,  80  perfectly  good  species  had  been  described  up  to  1852;  but  doubtless  the
works,  in  which  some  of  these  appeared,  were  not  available  to  Swainson.  He  con¬
tinued  thus:

Without taking too much credit to myself,  I  feel  satisfied that these discoveries will  be
regarded with as much surprise, and almost incredulity, amongst the botanists of Europe
as  was  that  of  gold  in  Australia  amongst  the  geologists  of  Britain!

Sir  William  Hooker’s  ‘incredulity’  was  expressed  in  a  letter  to  Mueller,  dated
9/4/1854:

If  I  were  pleased  with  your  report,  I  cannot  say  that  I  gave  to  our  Secretary  for  the
Colonies an equally  flattering account of  Mr.  Swainson on the Gum Trees!!!  In my life
I  think I  never read such a series of  trash and nonsense.  There is  a man who left  this
country  with  the  character  of  a  first-rate  naturalist  (though  with  many  eccentricities),
and he goes to Australia and takes up the subject of Botany of which he is as ignorant
as  a  goose.  I  only  wait  for  a  spare  page  in  my  journal  to  show  that  he  really  is  so.  It
was stated in a Sydney paper that Swainson received £800 for writing all that nonsense.

Later  in  the  year  Hooker  devoted  four  pages  of  his  journal  to  Swainson’s
amazing  report,  and  summed  it  up  neatly  in  one  sentence:

This singular document concludes with a catalogue of Latin and English names, number¬
ing  2K3  species  of  Casuarina  .  .  .all  new,  and  all  named  and  described  by  Mr.
Swainson ‘without a single book to refer to*.
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