Plant Hunting in the RBGE Archives: Trails left by meconopsis and those who
searched for her
Leonie Paterson Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) Archivist.
Leonie explained that she had been asked to do something a little bit different than
her usual talks concentrating on just one person, and to this time, attempt to show
what RBGE has in the Archives to help the research of those who are studying
meconopsis. Leonie had wanted to demonstrate a sequence showing the story of what
happens to the plants from their being discovered and collected and them ending up
in the RBGE Herbarium, but she had found the taxonomy and nomenclature confusing
and so decided to concentrate on what she knows best - George Forrest and other
plant hunters, but expand upon her usual talk to demonstrate what resources are
available in the RBGE Archives to back up the research done to produce such a talk.
The resources at RBGE include the living collection growing outside, the extensive
Herbarium full of dried specimens, the Library with its many journals and books, and
the Archives. Leonie said that the people behind the plants interest her the most.
George Forrest of all the plant hunters elicits the most questions.
In 1903 George Forrest was living outside Edinburgh looking for work, having returned
from a trip to Australia. He liked to fish in his spare time and it was this that led to his
connection with RBGE. One time when fishing it began to rain. While sheltering from
the rain he spotted some human bones sticking out of the soil. These were Pict bones.
He consulted the secretary of the Society of Antiquaries – John Abercrombie, who,
after a day spent excavating the graves with Forrest, wrote to Sir Isaac Balfour, Regius
Keeper at RBGE between 1888 and 1922, saying he had met a young man who knew
about plants and who wanted to travel.
China had opened up to western science around 1880, but there was no funding at
RBGE to send people there as ventures like this where seen as speculative and not
guaranteed to produce results. Balfour instead offered Forrest a job as a clerk in the
Herbarium which at that time was in the Caledonian Hall. George worked alongside a
young lady called Clementina.Traill. A.K Bulley, who lived on The Wirral, had
established Bees seeds and wanted a collector to go to China. Balfour suggested
George might be a suitable candidate. He agreed,
became engaged to Clementina and set off within
a fortnight of receiving the appointment in April
1904.
Forrest reached the Yunnan Province in China by
following old caravan routes through upper Burma.
Late in August, he arrived in Tengyueh, the first
town one comes to when travelling into Yunnan
from Myanmar, and the location of the British
Consulate. Tengyueh would be one of his
operation bases.
This photo shows Tengyueh as it would have
looked when Forrest was there.

"Pigs in China are the scavengers. Everything is done in the street, and the pigs eat
up the excrement and refuse. [Water] closets and sanitation even in the largest towns
such as Tengyueh are unknown. I used to be rather partial to pork, but never again
after what I have seen here."
GF's diary; 26/07/1904; describing journey from Bhamo to Tengyueh

At Tengyueh Forrest met the British Consul Mr Litton and Leonie showed examples of
the visas that Litton and other Consuls issued to Forrest were shown which specified
what he could and could not do e.g. he was allowed to enter certain territories, but not
others, he could employ men to collect plants etc.
From Tengyueh Forrest travelled to Dali. Travelling
around the country would have been difficult in
Forrest’s time, due to the mountain ranges running
north and south making travel both south to north and
west to east difficult and dangerous.
Leonie showed a variety of river crossings, from
elaborate bridges consisting of towers, chains and
planks of wood to single rope bridges you pull yourself
across hand over hand. Sometimes the locals would
have to build a bridge which would take days.
Travelling from one place to another was slow.

This is George Forrest at the Moongate of the China
Inland Mission in Dali in around 1904.
Leonie showed some images of Dali, which Forrest would
have known as Tali, or Talifu. Dali is a walled city with
large entrance gates to the north, south, east and west.
Forrest reported that “These gates are shut at dusk, and
are supposed to be opened at dawn, but this very seldom
happens - it is generally about 7 o' clock before one can
get out of the city."
GF to 'Mrs F'; 24/03/1905; from China Inland Mission, Tali

Forrest made his base at the French Catholic Mission in Tsekou (Cigu) with Pères
Dubernard and Bourdonnec. He couldn’t speak French and they couldn’t speak
English but the arrangement worked. The Mission was there to try to convert the local
population to Christianity.

Forrest was to collect herbarium specimens to send to RBGE to complement the viable
seed that was to be sent to Bees. The herbarium specimens were essential so that
the plants could be identified. Anton was his main collector. He sent letters back
describing how well he was doing. and of the plants he encountered. However the
border with Tibet was a dangerous place for a western person to be.
In July 1905, Balfour received the following letter:
‘Sir, I am directed by the Marquess of Lansdowne to state that he has been requested
by Mr Litton, His Majesty’s Consul at Tengyueh, in the province of Yunnan, to inform
you that there seems unfortunately little doubt that an Englishman, named George
Forrest was murdered on July 21 in the course of the disturbances which have lately
occurred in the region of the Upper Mekong’
This caused consternation in Edinburgh. However the following week a telegram
arrived stating that George Forrest was alive and safe.
The Lamas in Tibet were unhappy with the influx of westerners. They had killed people
in the northern Mission but armed men were coming south along the Mekong to attack
people in the southern Mission. The alarm was raised and George and others set off
the next morning heading inland. Looking back they could see smoke coming from the
area they had left. The collections were lost. The group crossed the river but found
armed men on the ridge. It was every man for himself. Some of the group went
upstream, including Père Dubernard but George went downstream towards the
Mekong. The route was slippery. Turning a corner he found armed men in front of him.
He turned back and jumped down out of sight. His pursuers thought he had gone up
and ran past him. He hid for the rest of the day and then attempted to climb the summit
again. It took him five hours but there were sentries along the crest so he had to retreat.
After realised he was being tracked by his footprints he removed his boots and buried
them. He continued to hide during the day and attempt to escape at night, but after
eight days had to seek help in a local village. The villagers fed and dressed him and
then took him to another village where two men took him to the summit of the dividing
ridge. “Most of the time we had to cut our way through rhododendron and cane brake,
and then, when we reached the summit of the range, had two days frightful travelling
at an elevation of from 14,000 to 17,000ft over snow, ice, and wind-swept tip-tilted
strata, which literally cut my feet to pieces and shreds and even played havoc with the
hardened hoofs of my guides. Bitterly cold it was, sleeping out at such an elevation
without covering of any sort. One night it rained so heavily that we had no fire, and
had to content ourselves with only a very small quantity of rain water caught in a piece
of pine bark. How I scraped through all the hardships I cannot tell. Under more
congenial circumstances I should have thoroughly enjoyed the journey. The flowers I
saw were really magnificent, in fact, so fine were they, that I have decided to run the
risk of going back next year if Mr Bulley gives his consent to the arrangement.” GF to
Isaac Bayley Balfour, 01/10/1905

Unfortunately both Pères Dubernard and Bourdonnec were
killed within the first two days of the attack.
This photograph shows George Forrest in disguise posing at
the Moongate after his escape from hunters in 1905.

Despite his recent experience Forrest still felt that he needed
to prove himself. He had been in Yunnan for two seasons but
had nothing to show for it.

Litton came to Dali to meet Forrest after his horrendous experience. There was
concern for his welfare, and yet conversely, Litton then asked Forrest to accompany
him up the Salween river to explore that area – a hugely risky enterprise. Forrest
agreed to go with him to find what was of botanical interest in the area, and published
an account in the Geographical Magazine and the National Geographic afterwards –
Forrest did not pubish many accounts of his journeys, but this one showed him to be
a humourous author:
"The [Salwin] river banks have an almost tropical climate, and insect life is both
vigorous and troublesome. Creatures with inconveniently long legs plunge suddenly
into one's soup, great caterpillars in splendid but poisonous uniforms of long and gaily
coloured hairs arrive in one's blankets with the business-like air of a guest who means
to stay. Ladybirds and other specimens of beetle drop off the jungle down one's neck,
while other undesirables insert themselves under one's nether garments.
The light in the tent attracts a perfect army of creatures which creep, fly, crawl, buzz
and sting. Scissor insects make the day hideous with their strident call, and the
proximity of Lissoo coolies introduces other strangers, of which Pulex irritans [the
human flea] is by far the least noxious."
"The vegetation in that part of the country is almost as great a nuisance as the insects.
Every sort of seed attaches itself to one's person; some are provided with hooks,
others with natural gum, others pierce the skin or work down under one's socks. An
hour's march leaves the traveller caked with the seeds of enough plants to form the
material of a work on the methods of the natural dispersal of flora."
from "Land of the Crossbow" by G. Forrest; The National Geographic Magazine, Feb. 1910,
pp.155-6.

The greatest danger though, came from the local
inhabitants (seen here with Litton) who were known for
carrying fierce looking crossbows they used for hunting
or local disputes.
Litton and Forrest became the first Europeans to travel
as far north up the Salween valley as they did but
tragically, Litton died shortly afterwards in January 1906
of ‘blackwater fever’ contracted during the journey.

Leonie then showed examples of the resources to be found at RBGE including the
herbarium notes for the Forrest collection. Each plant has its own sheet which records
the name of the plant, where it was first described, field numbers, illustrations and
photographic notes. There are cross references to other parts of the archives where
information on the plant can be found. Each plant has a unique number. When Forrest
returned to Edinburgh after his first expedition, he had to re-number all of his plants
as when in Yunnan he had started at number 1 for each new location. His plant
collecting expeditions were much better organised after that!

Plants when propagated were often
photographed by RBGE’s photographer
Robert Moyes Adam. These are on glass
plates. Many of the herbarium specimens
themselves have been scanned and are
available
to
view
online:
http://data.rbge.org.uk/search/herbarium/

Returning to George Forrest Leonie said that Forrest often made his base at Snow
Mountain village in the foothills of the Yulong Xue Shan north of Lijiang in Yunnan
province. Photographs show him in his ‘garret’ room with seed bags hanging from the
ceiling.

It is possible to enlarge areas from the glass plates held in the RBGE Archives. The
enlarged shot above right, taken from a similar photograph to the one above left shows
greengage conserve and other luxuries presumably sent over from the UK.

Forrest very effectively used local people to help him
collect plants, dry seeds and transport his herbarium
specimens and supplies. It meant he could cover and
collect in a wide area, and his men could often go
places he wouldn’t have been able to go himself.

There were other collectors in the area, one being Joseph Rock. He used the same
men that Forrest had trained, but was more interested in the culture of the people there
being more of an ethnographer, but the two knew each other. Rock left RBGE his
diaries and his photographic collection in his will in 1962.
There are around 5,000 photographs altogether. Rock was working for the Arnold
Arboretum at Harvard, the National Geographic and the Department of Agriculture so
some of the photographs may be subject to
copyright.
Leonie showed one of Meconopsis integrifolia in
Yunnan. On some of the back of the
photographs is a reference to the diary . For
instance he described going for a walk in the
mountains among the rhododendrons and
looking upwards towards the limestone crags
and photographing the yellow meconopsis.

Another contemporary collector was Reginald Farrer who
collected in northern China in 1914-15, but avoided Yunnan
on his return journey in 1919-20, concentrating instead on
collecting in Myanmar.
The Farrer archives at RBGE include his watercolours, his
photographs and his correspondence.
Farrer’s paintings are an incredible thing to have and see
because he often included backgrounds as well as the plants
and must have made a startling contrast to the sepia
photographs sent back by other explorers at the time.

Farrer’s painting of Meconopsis
psilonomma, Dec 24th 1915, and his
photograph of the same typle of plant.

Forrest fell out with Bulley during his second expedition in 1910 because Bulley was
slow to send Forrest’s wage to his new wife Clem who by now had a son. He left China
early and Bulley immediately appointed Kingdon Ward to take his place Kingdon Ward
was in Forrest’s eyes a threat – he seemed to be better connected and was able to
promote what he was doing by publishing books. However, Forrest knew that he was
the more effective collector, and took pains to point this out to his new employer, J.C.
Williams of Caerhays Castle in Cornwall. One of these instances occurred in 1913
when both Forrest and Ward arrived at the China Inland Mission in Dali at the end of
the collecting season further north. Forrest took the opportunity to take photographs
comparing his extensive collections with the few battered boxes of of Kingdon Ward’s.

There are few items from Frank Kingdon Ward in the archives but some of the
photographs used in the book ‘Land of the Blue Poppies’ are present – Ward possibly
sent them to Forrest, as despite the difficulties they had at first – Forrest deeply
resented his presence in Yunnan, they did eventually become friends.

Ludlow and Sherriff’s photographs and diaries are also in the RBGE archives including
references to L&GS 600 – Meconopsis grandis, one of Meconopsis ‘Inverleith’’s parent
plants found in 1934. Leonie also showed a herbarium specimen of this plant.

Leonie also mentioned the scapbook from Cecily Crewdson who lived in the Lake
District. It was donated to RBGE in 2015 and doesn’t seem to feature an image of the
Meconopsis hybrid named after Crewdson herself!
The latest acquisition of potential interest to the Meconopsis group has been the
diaries, transparencies and photographs of Bill Sykes who was collecting in Nepal in
1952 and 1954.
Items are still arriving in the archives, which is great but means that there is often a
delay in cataloguing items, or in listing them fully. Often items of interest are there,
but they can be difficult to find, so Leonie concluded by inviting members who might
want help to find a particular item or plant, to contact the library staff at RBGE and they
will do their best to help you (but unfortunately it may take a while…)
Jim thanked Leonie for her talk.
Question from Martin Hagman – curious about what we have in the archive relating to
the Austrian Camillo Schneider and the German Heinrich Handel-Mazzetti as they
were contemporary to Forrest and collecting in the same area. Forrest did indeed
meet them in 1914, was initially horrified about them being there collecting in the same
area, but after meeting them they became firm friends, Forrest staying in touch and
swapping plant specimens with Handel-Mazzetti throughout the rest of their lives. The
correspondence is very interesting around the start of the First World War.
David and Margaret Thorne were also pleased to discover Bill Sykes’s archives are in
Edinburgh, as they are planning to follow in his footsteps.
Leonie’s talk was transcribed and summarised by Pat Murphy.

