Indian environmental history and botanical art – two new publications from the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh

Indian Forester,
Scottish Laird:
the Botanical Lives of 			
Hugh Cleghorn of Stravithie
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The Cleghorn
Collection:

South Indian Botanical Drawings,
1845 to 1860
by H.J. Noltie

H

ugh Francis Clarke Cleghorn (1820–1895) was one
of the many remarkable Scottish surgeons who
worked for the East India Company, but who used
an official posting as a base for research upon India’s rich flora,
and recording it visually in drawings made by Indian artists. His
particular interest was in useful plants, which led to the major
work in the field of forest conservancy for which he is best
remembered. In 1851 he read a pioneering report on tropical
deforestation to the British Association for the Advancement
of Science; in 1856 he was appointed the Madras Presidency’s
first Conservator of Forests; and in the 1860s, with Dietrich
Brandis, Cleghorn played a major role in setting up a structure
for forest management in British India that, while providing
timber for burgeoning commercial demand (especially railways),
allowed an element of forest preservation for the protection of
watersheds and climatic amelioration.

After Cleghorn’s death his outstanding collection of drawings,
and books relating to forestry and botany, was divided between
the University of Edinburgh and what became the National
Museum of Scotland. The latter share was transferred to the
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh (RBGE) in 1940, whereupon
it was reunited with his substantial Indian herbarium that
had been given in 1896. At this point Cleghorn became, if
posthumously, one of the most significant benefactors in the
Garden’s 300-year history – books dating back to 1582, and
around 3000 exquisite botanical drawings. Neither Cleghorn’s
significance for RBGE, nor the breadth of his interests and
achievements, has ever been fully appreciated. In order to do
this, two books have been necessary.

The biography explores Cleghorn’s life and work, placing it in
the latter days of the Scottish Enlightenment (in the first phase
of which his eponymous grandfather was a leading figure),
both in the field of applied and useful knowledge, and the
documentation of natural resources in both words and pictures.
In the second volume more than 200 of the drawings from the
Cleghorn Collection are reproduced, in colour, for the first time.
These include drawings from nature, copies based on European
prints, and Nature Prints made from herbarium specimens.
They are the work of several South Indian artists and of pupils
of the pioneering Madras School of Art.
The volumes conclude a trilogy on Scottish East India
Company surgeons and their collections at RBGE. Of these
the first concerned Alexander Gibson (1800–1868), the
first Conservator of Forests for the Bombay Presidency;
the second examined the life and work of Robert Wight
(1796–1872), a major taxonomist and economic botanist who
experimented with cotton cultivation.
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3. FURLOUGH & THE BRITISH ASSOCIATION, 1848–51

Maguire, who both drew and lithographed them. It is uncertain if Cleghorn witnessed the
royal visit as he is known with certainty to have been in Ipswich only from Sunday 6th. On
the following day he read the summary of his deforestation report to Section D, whose
annual president was the Rev. John Stevens Henslow of Cambridge Henslow, the Museum’s
President who had curated its botanical element.49 Assuming that the lectures took place
in the museum’s large upper room, Cleghorn would have passed on the staircase Benjamin

Robert Haydon’s huge canvas of the 1840 Anti-Slavery Convention,50 in which his friend
Greville is depicted standing next to Daniel O’Connell the Irish politician and campaigner
for Catholic emancipation. It is intriguing to speculate that Cleghorn’s talk was probably
delivered in front of a spectacular and at least partly appropriate backdrop – one of the first
museum dioramas, painted by the local artist Edward Robert Smythe, populated with stuffed
tigers and leopards. The theme was feline and taxonomic not geographic (it also had lions
and jaguars), but as symbols of arboreal tropicality four palm trees are included (Fig. 15c).
Henslow himself read a paper on ‘the vitality of seeds’ and in the ensuing discussion
Cleghorn stated that ‘after the burning or clearing of a forest in India, invariably there
sprung up a new set of plants which were not known in the spot before’. He was also
present at a lecture by Richard Owen to Section C, which concerned fossil mammals
from the Eocene deposits of the Freshwater Formation at Hordwell, Hampshire,
based on specimens in the collection of the Marchioness of Hastings, herself a serious
palaeontologist, and daughter-in-law of the 1st Marquess whose Plantation Committee
Cleghorn had discussed in his own Report. Cleghorn was particularly impressed by the
beautiful illustrations used by Owen.

The Report On Tropical Deforestation

Fig. 15. The Twenty-first British Association Meeting,
Ipswich 1851.
a. The Ipswich Museum. Wood engraving Illustrated
London News 18 December 1847 (left).
b. George Biddell Airy, Astronomer Royal.
Woodburytype by Lock & Whitfield, from Men of
Mark, 1877 (above).

The commission to write the report on tropical deforestation did not come out of thin
air. By 1850 there was a general awareness of the subject, in India and in Britain, and a
concern about the loss of forests. This was not only from the point of view of declining
timber supplies, but (as a result of widely quoted desiccationist publications by Alexander
von Humboldt and the French chemist and meteorologist Jean-Baptiste Boussingault) on
environmental effects such as rain capture and run off, though in the mind of the EIC these
were primarily causes of concern for their commercial knock-on effects, such as erosion and
declining fertility of agricultural land. Another Scottish EIC surgeon, Alexander Gibson,
had recently been appointed Forest Conservator in Bombay and three years earlier, in 1847,
the Court of Directors had sent a request to the Indian Government for information on the
occurrence (or not) of deleterious environmental effects, though it is certainly not true, as
Richard Grove believed, that surgeons such as Gibson ‘lobbied’ the EIC on this issue.
Given the existing literature, Cleghorn’s task was a review exercise, but geographically limited
to India (in a broad sense, including Burma and the Malay Peninsula). Recent experiences
gave him great advantages for undertaking the task – not only first-hand observation in
affected areas, but in knowing where to find relevant information, both published and
unpublished. The latter was available in manuscript reports (which he consulted in East
India House in April 1851);51 the former in Floras and travel books, in a few historical works
on geography and forest management, and in periodicals both British and, more especially,
Indian (including the Madras Journal of Literature and Science) – the majority of his sources
were cited in a geographically arranged bibliography.

c. Diorama of big cats in front of which Cleghorn probably read his address. Drawn and etched by J. Wolf, aquatinted
by H. Adlard.
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In addition to the literature and unpublished reports Cleghorn also sought anecdotal
information from personal acquaintances by letter: the Madras surgeons Donald MacFarlane
and Robert Wight, and from a Captain Gardiner Harvey (of the Madras Army, one of the
Assistants to the Commissioner of Mysore). The report includes long quotations from these
sources and brings clearly to light most of the major issues, including competing land use,
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6. Tamarindus indica L.
LEGUMINOSAE

Eng: tamarind, Indian date; Hindi: imli; Kan: hunase mara; Tam: poolia marum (R.N. Brown); Tel: tintooree (Brown).
Watercolour and ink over traces of pencil.
231 × 294 mm. By anonymous Marathi artist, 1846.

The tamarind, a large evergreen tree, is widespread in the Old World Tropics and has been introduced and naturalised
in the New World. It has been modified by man over a very long period, and is therefore considered to be a ‘cultigen’;
its origin is uncertain, though was probably African. In India it is commonly planted along roads and streets for the
shade cast by its attractive, feathery foliage. Cleghorn described the tamarind as ‘a large and very handsome tree, of slow
growth; the wood hard, durable, and fine-veined, but apt to be faulty in the centre ... used in the manufacture of oil and
sugar mills ... largely planted around villages for its fruit and shade’. The characteristic, sour tasting, pulp that surrounds
the seeds within the swollen pod is a key ingredient of two staples of classic South Indian vegetarian cuisine – sambar (a
vegetable stew) and rasam (a thin soup), and, closer to home, of Worcestershire Sauce. It is a member of the Subfamily
Caesalpinioideae, with modified, more or less bilaterally symmetric flowers, with four calyx lobes, and the (pink-striped)
petals and fertile stamens each reduced to three in number.
Contemporary annotations: Leguminosae. Caesalpineae. Tamarind: Indica L. [Kannada script: hunase mara]. 92/884. Hurryhur. 16: Jany ’46. Flowers
20th May.
RBGE CN 92.

5. Thespesia populnea (L.) Corrêa
M A LV A C E A E

Eng: portia tree (R.N. Brown); Kan: hoovarasi mara; Tam: poorsha, pooverisha (Brown); Tel: gungarauvi (Brown).
Watercolour over traces of pencil.
231 × 290 mm. By anonymous Marathi artist, 1845.

The native distribution of this attractive flowering tree is uncertain as it occurs in coastal regions throughout the tropics. The
flowers are yellow when first open, but turn a rich wine-red during the course of 24 hours; the poplar-shaped leaves give
rise to the specific epithet first placed by Linnaeus in the genus Hibiscus. Linnaeus knew the plant from Ceylon and from an
illustration in the Hortus Malabaricus, but also cited a plate in Catesby’s Natural History of the Carolinas (the plant is today an
invasive in this area). The hard wood has been used for various purposes including making cart wheels, and in India its whole
trunks lashed together as catamarans. As Brown, in his catalogue of the Madras Agri-Horticultural Society garden, reported
‘this tree is much used for forming avenues, and planting along the sides of roads, for which purposes it is well adapted from its
ornamental appearance, and affording a good shade’. This drawing was made from a plant growing in the main thoroughfare
of Madras, Mount Road (now Ana Salai), which linked Fort St George to the cantonment area around St Thomas’s Mount
(thereafter continuing southwards to Trichinopoly and Cape Comorin).
Contemporary annotations: Malvaceae. Thespesia populnea (Corr.) Portia Tree. [Kannada script: porso mara]. 89. Ajampoor. 25–12–’45.
RBGE CN 89.
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colonialist botany, botany and art ... an aesthetic reproduction
of natural and cultural biodiversity’
Susan Visvanathan, historian

The Cleghorn Collection
pre-publication price £15 plus p+p
For the two together
pre-publication price £20 plus p+p
After 30 April 2016 the prices will be £15 and £20 respectively, or £30 for the pair.
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‘erudite, witty and wonderfully free of academic fustiness’
Stephen Venables, climber

‘this kind of work brings a whole new audience to Botany’
David Mabberley, author of The Plant-Book
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‘not just a record of an obscure collection of paintings from
a short-lived provincial Indian garden, but an example of the
combining of historical and botanical scholarship, embellished
with the author’s wit’
Martyn Rix, editor Curtis’s Botanical Magazine
‘The author presents the creation and provenance [of the
drawings], and the rise and disappearance of the Dapuri
Gardens, with the intensity of a private eye, the precision of a
historian, and the grace of a poet’
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‘any reader with the slightest curiosity about Indian botany,
history and art will find this work absorbing and the meticulous
research overwhelming. Five stars!’
the late James J. White, Hunt Botanical Institute
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‘reveals the wider, complex interrelationships between naturalhistorical training, ideas, and metropolitan and colonial
economies ... in Wight’s collection of botanical illustrations
intercultural collaboration is at its most spectacular, and the
author excels in describing and analysing its various dimensions’
Kapil Raj, historian, Ecole des hautes études en sciences sociales, Paris

‘a major contribution to the history of plant taxonomy and to
our understanding of colonial botany’
Hans Walter Lack, Director, Berlin Botanic Garden

