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Wilson wished to go down in memory as "Chinese
it has been (Barron, 1913). His reputation today is
certainly that of one of the most successful individuals to introduce
horticulturally valuable plants from China to western gardens. Over
1,000 different plants were gathered by Wilson and introduced in
England and America as seeds, bulbs, cuttings, or plants; these have
since become established in the horticultural trade and in private or
botanical gardens.
Wilson initially followed the collecting routes of several distinguished predecessors but then went on into new and unexplored territory, finding plants in flower, marking the specimens or the locality, and returning in the proper season for material that could be
shipped to his western sponsors. Wilson made two collecting trips
to China for the Veitch nurseries of England and two trips for the
Arnold Arboretum. These were followed by a slightly less arduous

Ernest

Henry

Wilson," and

so

Richard A. Howard is Professor of Dendrology of the Arnold Arboretum
staff. In 1978 he represented the Arnold Arboretum in the delegation of
the Botanical Society of America that visited the People’s Republic of
China. After a reciprocal visit by a delegation of Chinese botanists, plans
were made for the current Sino-American expedition on which Dr. Stephen
Spongberg represents the Arnold Arboretum. Hopefully, this group or a
future one can revisit some of the areas in which E. H. Wilson collected.
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Davidia involucrata, the dove tree, was the object of Wilson’s first trip to China.
Wilson gathered 14,875 seeds of trees at Kuan Pao and sent them to the Veitch
nursery. Wilson later wrote proudly of his "introductxon of every seedling plant
but one of this remarkable tree."
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trip to Japan for cherries and azaleas already in cultivation, and a
later trip to Formosa, the Liukiu Islands, the Bonin Islands, and
Korea for conifers and general vegetation. Finally, Wilson made a
special trip to Australia, New Zealand, India, Ceylon, and Africa to
establish contacts for the Arnold Arboretum with gardens and botanists and to examine tropical gymnosperms. Following these adventures, Wilson served as Assistant Director of the Arnold Arboretum (1919-1927), and after the death of Charles Sprague Sargent,
he was appointed Keeper of the Arnold Arboretum, a post he held
until his tragic death in an automobile accident in 1930 (Plimpton,
1979, pp. 84-87).
Wilson’s outstanding ability as a lecturer was equaled by his talent
for writing about his trips and the plants he saw and introduced
into cultivation. Less well known are Wilson’s contributions as a
botanist. For the Veitch firm, Wilson collected herbarium specimens
to document his gatherings of seeds. On his later trips for the Arnold
Arboretum, under specific directions from Sargent he made general
collections of the flora in the areas he visited
in sufficient quantity
to be distributed widely to other herbaria. Many of his collections
have not fully been studied or identified to this day. When he had
the opportunity to work over his herbarium specimens, Wilson contributed to the literature, at first with other authors and later under
his signature alone. His scientific writings include floristic studies,
papers on forestry and economic botany, and special treatments of
such groups as rhododendrons, roses, hydrangeas, cherries, and especially the gymnosperms. Nevertheless, he is best known for his
horticultural observations in several hundred articles and a dozen
books.
We do not know if Wilson intended to write an autobiography.
His last manuscript, "Wilson’s Plants in Cultivation," is unpublished
but is being considered for publication together with an updating of
the nomenclature and with recent observations of the plants Wilson
mentioned. The collection of Wilson’s diaries and field books at the
Arnold Arboretum is not complete, and not all the correspondence
that probably exists has been assembled. Yet his life and his efforts
seem worthy of a biographer. The following tribute comments on
Wilson as a field botanist and adds to the published record some data
on his itinerary, his collections, and his publications.
-

How It All

Began: Wilson’s First Trip (1899-1902)

It has often been written that a member of the Veitch firm saw Augustine Henry’s specimen of Davidia, the dove tree, and sought a
collector to contact Henry for its specific location and to return fruits
to England for cultivation. Wilson himself (1905, p. 337) wrote that
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"In time it chanced that the attention of Messrs. Veitch,l of Chelsea,
became drawn to the mass of material Henry had collected. The
result of this was that they applied to the Director of Kew to nominate
a likely collector. I was the fortunate individual selected." On reading this article, James Herbert Veitch promptly wrote to Wilson:
You are, however, wrong on one little point, but I do not
wish it publicly contradicted. It was not Henry’s specimens
which drew our attention to China. When I was in Japan
in ’91, ’92, &#x26; ’93 I was quite aware there was a very rich
field, and so was Sargent, with whom I was with [sicsome
time in Japan.
In fact, I wrote home here to my ChiefHarry James
Veitchl to know whether I might not go (and I have the
letters now) but my Chief very promptly sat on it, I did not
go, and the matter dropped.
For years I had been pressing the matter, and though
Henry’s work gave a fillip to my wishes, the expedition was
long determined on in my own mind, before Henry appeared
on the scene. (J. H. Veitch, letter, February 6, 1905.)

In fact, Charles Maries had collected in China for the Veitch firm
early as 1879; he had discovered Psilopeganum sinense and had
introduced the now well-known Primula obconica. James Herbert
Veitch was on a collecting trip in Japan when Charles Sargent and
as

1 In a recent article entitled "The House of Veitch"
(Int. Dendrol. Soc.
Yearb. 1972: 63-69. 1973), K. A. P. Fuller and J. M. Langdon stated that
"the name of Veitch has held a very honoured place in the annals of horticulture over the past 150 years," and they published an abridged family
tree showing the members of the family actively engaged in running the
Veitch nurseries. The firm was started by John Veitch (1752-1839), who
was aided by his son, James (1792-1863). James had three sons in the
business, with James Veitch, Jr. (1815-1869) of the Chelsea branch being
important to this story. James Veitch, Jr., also had three sons in the business, two of which are referred to in this article. John Gould Veitch (18391870), who collected in Japan and the Far East, and Harry James Veitch
(1840-1924), who hired Wilson and wrote the letters that are quoted in
this article. John Gould Veitch’s son, James Herbert Veitch (1869-1907)
- the nephew of Harry James Veitch - met Sargent in Japan. Thus,
Harry James Veitch was the great-grandson of the founder, and his nephew James Herbert Veitch the great-great-grandson.
Harry James Veitch’s letters to Wilson are usually on stationary with
the printed address of Chelsea. Some of the letters are written personally
by Harry James Veitch, while others are wntten by a secretary and signed
with a short greeting by Harry James Veitch, but usually signed "James
Veitch." Punctuation is commonly lacking in these letters and has been
supplied as seemed appropriate to the meaning of the letter.
Wilson’s plants were handled at the greenhouses in Chelsea and later
planted out at the Coombe Wood Nurseries or the branch nursery at

Langley.
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party arrived, having crossed Asia and therefore part of China on the
Trans-Siberian Railroad. Apparently, an expedition in China was
as did Sargent.
discussed, and young Veitch wrote to his uncle
Veitch
to
Harry James
replied Sargent:
-

My nephew told me of his having been so fortunate as to
fall in with you there and I am much obliged to you for your
kindly expressions about him.... I trust he is now in Australia. His first consignment of seeds arrived last week and
we are now looking forward anxiously to get further supplies.... As regards that portion of your letter which refers
to his going to Central China after completing his present
tour, he had also written to me previously on the subject
and I have always been adverse to his undertaking such a
journey; not because I should not like him to go but solely
out of consideration as to what is best for him in connection
with the business here....
I do not say that my nephew can never go to Central
China because he could manage this I dare say in the course
of a year or two without difficulty in the same way as you
from time to time take extended tours....
I need not say that no one would hail with more delight
than I should the introduction of some sterling hardy novelties and I should feel an especial pride were our firm to
be the first to get them. It is not therefore from any desire
to throw cold water on your proposals that I cannot fall in
with them at once, but only because I am desirous of doing
the best I can for all, in the circumstances in which we find
ourselves
and I have written to you fully and quite candidly, that you may see I have given the matter serious consideration. You will I know treat all I say in strict confi-

dence.

Reverting to your Japanese tour and the collections of
seeds you have made, you will I feel sure excuse my asking
you not to distribute anything which my nephew and you
may believe to be new until we have had an opportunity of

doing
Sargent

so.

(H. J. Veitch, letter, January 10, 1893.)

did send seeds from his

gatherings

in

Japan

James Veitch and received another letter on the subject.
I trust my letter of Jan. 10 last with references

Harry

to my
future movements has reached you safely. I regret that he has again bothered you in the matter. It is a
great pity that he is so impetuous. He seems quite to forget
that there is another side to the question besides his travelling about.... I shall write to him very plainly about his
troubling you and also his being so dissatisfied. (H. J.

nephew’s
.

to

Veitch, letter, January 23, 1893.)
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So Wilson was selected to make the trip and was well briefed by
the Veitch firm as to his goals and methods. Regrettably, a written
version of his instructions has not been located. Harry James Veitch
later referred to Wilson’s examination with him of Augustine Henry’s
specimens at Kew and of his suggestion that Wilson visit Sargent
and the Arnold Arboretum en route. On March 30, 1899, just before
Wilson’s departure for America from Liverpool, James Gould Veitch
wrote to Wilson:
a copy of a letter my brother has received
Enclosed is
this morning from Professor Sargent of Harvard University. Read the letter carefully and ask any questions on any
point therein, that may appeal to you. You will see that
the professor suggests your going to the North first, and
next year to the South.
Your instructions are of course to go to the South this
year and then to the North and in spite of what the professor says, we think this plan preferable, and would prefer
your following it....
The professor is a very dogmatic and strong man but you
must not let yourself be too impressed by what he says about
collecting dried specimens. On this point however, we all
know you will be careful, and understand what we
...

want....

P.S.

Kindly acknowledge receipt

of this.

(J. G. Veitch,

letter, March 30, 1899.)
Three contrasting statements have been written of Wilson’s original visit to the Arnold Arboretum. Sutton (1970, p. 210) stated,
"He had only five days in Boston and spent most of his time with
Sargent at the Arboretum and at Holm Lea, where he was supposed
to learn what he could about packing and shipping seeds for long
trips from the Orient." Wilson (1926, p. 276) wrote, "My stay in
Boston was limited to five days and nearly the whole time was devoted to looking over the Arnold Arboretum collections and I departed enriched in knowledge and with much sound advice on matters relating to the collecting and packaging of seeds from Prof.
Sargent and from the late Mr. Jackson Dawson." Wilson also wrote,
in another account (1927b, p. 614), "My first meeting with Sargent
took place in the shadow of the large pig-nut hickory on Bussey road
in the Arboretum [Sunday] April 23, 1899, when I was en route to
China. After formal greetings he pulled out his watch and said, ’I
am busy now, but at 10 o’clock next Thursday I shall be glad to see
you. Good morning.’ I voted him autocrat of the autocrats, but when
our next interview took place I found him the kindliest of the autocrats."
Wilson crossed America by train and sailed from San Francisco,
arriving in Hong Kong on June 3, 1899. Setting out to find Henry
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in southwestern China, Wilson sailed south to Haiphong in Indochina and traveled up the Red River to Laokai on the Chinese border,
where he was delayed by officials because of reports of trouble in
Yunnan. Sutton (1970, p. 212) stated, "During his eight weeks in
Laokai he tried to busy himself with the vegetation, but it was jungle
and no practical interest to him." Quite to the contrary, Wilson
busied himself collecting. The first seed lots ( 1-67, plus scattered
other numbers) went to Veitch and were from Laokai. Also from
this location were the herbarium specimens 2765-2798, including
the new species Sterculia scandens described from Wilson specimens by W. B. Hemsley as from Tonkin, and Sonerila laeta described
by Otto Stapf as from China. Ultimately, Wilson was allowed to
enter China, met Henry in Szemao, and traveled with him to

Mengtsze.
In Mengtsze Wilson obtained propagating material of Jasminum
primulinum (J. mesnyi), which he sent to Veitch. This was ultimately exhibited and, as Wilson noted in his field book, was awarded
"my first F.C.C. ~First Class Certificate]." Armed with the information Henry could supply him on the location of the dove tree (a handdrawn, generalized map), Wilson returned to Hong Kong for Christmas and made arrangements for his passage from Shanghai up the
Yangtze. He arrived in Ichang on February 24, 1900, to begin his real
collecting in China. Wilson later (1926, p. 286) wrote, "Ichang,
where I arrived on Feb. 24, 1900, was to be my headquarters for
two years so I made plans accordingly. I purchased a native boat
of good size in which to live and to serve as a base of supplies, and
engaged some countrymen to assist me in collecting. The all-important arrangements completed, a series of short prospecting trips
up country from Ichang were undertaken for the purpose of getting
some acquaintance with the flora and for testing and training my
men."
Wilson told in detail of his quest for Davidia in Aristocrats of the
Garden (1917). When he reached the location given him by Henry,
he found that the tree had been cut down and the wood used in the
construction of a house. It was not until late May, 1900, that he
found his first plant of Davidia in flower in the mountains south of
Ichang; during the summer he was able to locate a total of eleven
trees. Fortunately, they fruited well - his collection number 930,
although undated in his field notes, is indicated to be from Kuan Pao,
Fa Wan Ma Huang Po, with 14,875 seeds gathered. The records
of the Veitch nurseries do not show this seed number, although Wilson stated that in the late spring of 1902 some 13,000 plants were
raised at the Coombe Wood nursery. The germination pattern of the
seeds of Davidia, now known as double dormancy, was seen at the
time to be so unusual that W. B. Hemsley read a paper on the subject before the Linnean Society; this was later published (Hemsley,
1903). Wilson concluded his story of Davidia with the comment

Above: The west end of the city of Ichang in March, 1908, with native boats
lined up in tiers. This was the point of departure for most of Wilson’s major
expedztzons. Below: "The Harvard," Wilson’s houseboat, at Kiating in western
Szechuan, December 13, 1908. The boat captain and Wilson’s assistant are on
the roof; plant presses are lined up behind them. Photographs by E. H. Wilson.
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and
sixteen years I have thought it of interest
desirable
to place on record the facts concerning
the vicissitudes and difficulties which beset my path in the introduction of every seedling plant but one of this remarkable tree."
Little has been written by Wilson or others of the details of his
first trip, and no diaries have been located. However, Wilson saved
all his letters from members of the Veitch firm, and these are revealing of Wilson’s personal and business relationships with Harry
James Veitch.
Harry James Veitch took a paternal interest in Wilson, and his
letters repeatedly contained homilies on Wilson’s personal welfare.
In his early letters Veitch warned Wilson of the loneliness he would
feel and assured him that his friends and employers were thinking
failure and
of him. "Keep up your courage and never lose heart
disappointments in the very nature of things you must have - but
always come up smiling and never allow yourself to believe things
are bad - rely on it
they could always be worse" (H. J. Veitch,
letter, December 11, 1899). "I am very glad to hear you are keeping well, take care of yourself and avoid whiskey (though I do not
imagine you are fool enough to be weak in that point)" (H. J. Veitch,
letter, February 26, 1901). After Wilson had some unexplained accident, Veitch wrote, "I beg you will take all reasonable precaution
though never forgetting that ’nothing venture’ means ’nothing have’
whether it be in China or in the back street in Chelsea" (H. J. Veitch,

(p. 295), "After
for history’s sake

-

-

-

-

letter, July 9, 1901 ).
Of Wilson’s goals Veitch wrote, "It is especially the trees, shrubs
and herbaceous plants of the mountain ranges around Ichang and
those we saw together in the herbarium, Kew we are anxious to get
hold of" (J. H. Veitch, letter, January 8, 1900), and "The real object
of your three year trip lies before you i.e. to obtain during the next
two summers and autumns plants, but more especially seeds of the
flora in the mountain ranges around Ichang, keeping especially in
view those you and I know from the Kew specimens are likely to be
especially fine and of commercial value" (J. H. Veitch, letter, February 16, 1900).
Veitch asked Wilson, "Are you dressing as a Chinaman - I think
it better
but on this point the opinions of Henry and Ford are
worth more than mine" (J. H. Veitch, letter, February 16, 1900), and
later, "Do you dress as a Chinaman? You have not mentioned it
Personally I believe in it but by now you will know more about
such matters than I do" (J. H. Veitch, letter, July 11, 1900). No
letters are available to indicate how Wilson answered, if he did, and
no photographs of this first trip show Wilson in costume. In
photographs of his later trips, Wilson appears in a field jacket or a full
suit with a western style hat, leather puttees with straps, and heavy
shoes.
-

-

-

A general view of the countryside to the south of Ichang, altitude
feet, January zz, igog. Below: "Did fates ordain that I should lwe in
Western China,1 could ask for nothing better that to be domiciled in Sungpan,"
Wilson wrote of this walled city in northwestern Szechuan. A view north from
the east gate, September 25, rgro. Photographs by E. H. Wilson.

Above:
r,ooo
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News of the Boxer rebellion in the summer of 1900 must already
have reached England, and Wilson evidently had written that he expected to encounter limitations to his activities, when James Harry
Veitch wrote, "I do not know if this will ever reach you - as from
what you say in your letter of the 23rd it is more than likely you will
have had to leave Ichang even before the date on which I write. It is
most unfortunate that it is one of those things for which we cannot
in any shape or form blame ourselves
and if you have to come
away I know it will be through no fault of yours. I fear, from the
tone of your letter that the situation is serious
and hope you will
at no time run any unnecessary risk" (J. H. Veitch, letter, October 9,
-

-

1900).
Wilson had been instructed to collect one or two specimens of each
from which he obtained seeds. He occasionally enclosed a leaf
or a flower in a letter, asking for an identification or an opinion. As
the following extracts indicate, Veitch procrastinated: "If possible
get dried specimens of anything of which you get seeds
just a
specimen or two of each it will help us to identify. This I probably mentioned before and it should not be lost sight of" (J. H.
Veitch, letter, January 8, 1900). "Send dried specimens - (as you
have done) - where you can" (J. H. Veitch, letter, February 16,
1900). "Three large bundles of dried specimens have arrived and
I am waiting for a quiet afternoon to carefully go through them and shall particularly look out for the numbers you refer to in your
letter of June 29" (J. H. Veitch, letter, September 5, 1900). "I see
in your letter you draw attention particularly to several plants of
which you have sent dried specimens
I will see particular attention is paid to these (J. H. Veitch, letter, April 19, 1901). "One case
of dried specimens arrived.... As to whether I shall personally be
able to go through the dried specimens I do not know - I shall certainly try anyway I shall see all the leading things" (J. H. Veitch,
letter, March 28, 1901). "You have sent a fine lot of dried specimens
but I do not know when I shall get time to look through them" (J. H.

plant

-

-

-

-

-

Veitch, letter, April 19, 1901 ).
On July 10, 1901, Herman Spooner
himself

wrote to

Wilson, introducing

member of the Veitch organization. "During some spare
time at Chelsea I commenced to look through your specimens, I have
gone through some 15 to 20 bundles
they are in excellent condition, with the exception of some of the evergreens and conifers, the
leaves of which in many cases have fallen
you were probably unable to poison them before drying. I was surprised at the number of
species of Rubus, Acer and Rosaceous plants that there are, also at
the brilliant colour of the Kerrias and Rhododendrons, one of the
latter was of a distinct blue colour, if it is so in a fresh state it ought
to be worth something." Shortly thereafter, Harry James Veitch
wrote his man in the field, "I have also received a bundle of dried
specimens, which so far I have not had time to look through, but
as a

-

-
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shortly. I notice you have difficulty with your
I forspecimens - I used to dip mine in some solutions
got exactly what - which immediately destroyed life and the leaves
kept on fairly well" (J. H. Veitch, letter, August 21, 1901). Finally,
"Iam now having all that great bundle of dried specimens you sent
looked through. Hitherto I have had no one who could spare the
time to do it. They seem in excellent order and I congratulate you
on the success" (J. H. Veitch, letter, September 12, 1901). No lists
of plants appear in Veitch’s letters, carefully saved by Wilson, and
there were no identifications in the field books kept by the Veitch firm
as Wilson’s material arrived. Apparently Wilson did not receive much
direct help while in the field.
Wilson received a request for help from J. C. Willis, then Director
of the botanical garden at Perideniya, Ceylon. He sent the letter to
Veitch, apparently asking for instructions, and Veitch replied to

hope

to

be able to

Conifer

-

Willis:
Our collector in China has sent us your letter dated 21st.
September in which you ask him to get seeds for you.
It is of course clear to us you are unaware this man is in
our employ, and is not permitted to gather anything for anyone but ourselves.
You can quite understand the great expense of a journey
of this description and the impossibility of our man serving
more than one master, though we hope we need hardly say
how glad we should be to oblige you, if it were at all possible.
Should we be successful in raising plants of the genera
you name to Wilson, we shall of course be glad, to give you

specimens.
We trust you will understand no discourtesy is meant,
and with the assurances of our best service always.... (J.
H. Veitch, letter, January 23, 1901.)

Willis replied to Veitch and Sons, "I must apologize for having
asked him to collect for me, but I was under the impressions that he
was a resident, who collected for anyone that asked. If you can spare
any plants of Eucommia or Trapella, I should be glad to receive them
and exchange, and if we can be of service as a halfway house for
anything that will not survive the whole journey from China please
let me know" (Willis, letter, February 19, 1901). Wilson made
a special journey in 1907 to collect Eucommia and attempted to obtain several bushels of the fruit as a potential source of the rubberlike latex. Wilson regretted in later years that he was unable to find
the Trapella, although this rare plant had been collected by Henry
near Ichang and subsequently by Frank
Meyer. On August 21, 1901,
Veitch wrote, "I enclose a letter from a Dr. Oliver, a botanist whom
I should like to oblige - do what you can for him." Although
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Oliver’s letter is not available, he may have been asking about
on which he had published earlier.
Wilson’s enthusiasm was at times misdirected. He wrote to Veitch
that he had found Ginkgo in the wild. Veitch replied, "I was very
interested in what you said in your report about Conifers and also
you said you saw Gingko biloba wild. Very few men have seen that
I was under the impression its actual habitat, although of course
guessed at, was not actually known. Are you sure the trees you
saw were not planted it may be 100-200 years ago
in these thickly
countries
it
is
difficult
to
know
what
has
reached
populated
any spot
by the hand of man or what reached there by the agency of nature"
(J. H. Veitch, letter, July 9, 1901). Wilson did not comment further, as far as can be determined.
Veitch’s supervision or control of Wilson’s activities was also evident in a letter of February 26, 1901:

Trapella,

-

-

Now another little point
I notice in the last issue of the
Gardeners’ Chronicle which I now send you [February 23,
1901, p. 127], certain remarks of yours are published.
We do not permit our employees as a rule, to write for the
public press, as you can imagine if they did it would very
soon take up too much of their time.
I do not however wish to apply any of our ordinary rules
to yourself, but would suggest until we meet, it would be
better to leave this point in abeyance. This was a matter
we did not discuss when you entered our service, and I think
it may also be taken for granted any spasmodic articles may
lessen the value of any possible publications undertaken
in the future in a more complete form.
-

.

In the

with the Veitch firm, Wilson apparently
for his expenses on a semiannual basis. Forgetting
this, Veitch wrote in strong language asking for an account of Wilson’s expenditures "every few months. It is more regular and business like" (J. H. Veitch, letter , February 16, 1900). Wilson
promptly
accounted for his expenses, but related his original instructions and
his pique. Veitch humbly replied in appreciation and asked that "the
matter shall be as though it had not been" (J. H. Veitch, letter, May
17, 1900). However, Veitch did not lack concern for costs. He usually mentioned several letters in advance that a payment would be
sent on a certain date and frequently requested that Wilson
keep
costs down. "Do not forget that you are very keen and an enthusiast
and that enthusiasts are apt in their great keenness to sometimes
lose sight of the financial side of questions" (J. R. Veitch, letter,
February 26, 1901). "Do not forget efficiency usually means economy, but that does not mean save a penny when a shilling could be
earned by spending it" (J. H. Veitch, letter, July 9, 1901). On April
19, 1901, James Veitch essentially presented an ultimatum: "When
was

-

original agreement

to account
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you receive these funds the trip will have cost over £2,000 and I do
not wish to spend more money.... If you feel that this amount will
not enable you to stay til the middle of January 1903 and yet pay
your expenses home, then you must do the best you can, and come
away earlier."
Wilson brought his expedition to a close during the winter of 1902,
intent on stopping in Paris to consult the herbarium. Veitch’s letter
of December 31, 1901, was directed to Wilson in Paris and stated:
"I was yesterday at the Botanical building of the Natural History
Museum [in Paris] and arranged for you to be expected.... Do not
stay longer than necessary though you should take a day to see
Paris
he
get a guide from the Hotel or you will see very little
will perhaps want to take you around at night
which you can decline." Wilson returned to England in April, 1902. On his return,
the Veitch firm presented him with a gold watch engraved inside the
-

-

-

cover:

E. H. Wilson
from
James H. Veitch
1899-1902
Well done!

’

On June 7, 1902, Wilson married Ellen Ganderton. By the next
January he was en route to China again to find Meconopsis integri-

folia.
Wilson’s Second

Trip for Veitch (1903-1906)

Wilson left England in January, 1903, on his second expendition for
the Veitch firm, and arrived in Shanghai on March 22. He found
some of his former staff still available and quickly organized his expedition to find Meconopsis integrifolia, which grew at elevations
higher than 11,000 feet. Two notebooks from this expedition are
available, one a diary and the other a series of field notes on the
plants Wilson saw. Clearly, he had worked over the specimens collected on his previous trip since he now referred to the plants by
name, indicating those most recently taxonomically described. The
details of his trip up the Yangtze River and into the mountains are
published in Wilson’s accounts of his expedition, and a series, "Leaves
from my Chinese Notebook," ran for over a year in The Gardeners’
Chronicle. He again purchased a boat, which he noted "is named
and registered at the Customs the ’Ellena’ after my wife. May it bring
me luck in proportion as my dear one has" (Wilson, April 12, 1903).
On June 7, 1903, he noted "the first anniversary of my wedding,
what changes a year brings forth" (Wilson, 1903). (Wilson’s marriage certificate is dated June 8, 1902.)
Wilson’s search for the yellow-flowered Meconopsis was arduous
but successful, and he wrote (1906, p. 101):

Above: Snow on the Ya-chia Range, and alpine meadows with dwarf junipers
and rhododendrons. In this ig,ooo-foot pass near Tachien-lu, Wilson experienced
hazardous weather. Below: The city of Tachien-lu (8,400 feet altitude), July
27, igo8. A village in this location had been demolished by a landslide a century
earlier. Photographs by E. H. Wilson.
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At 11,000 feet I came across the first plant of Meconopsis
integrifolia.... I am not going to attempt to record the feelings which possessed me on first beholding the object of
my quest to these wild regions. Messrs. Veitch despatched
me on this second, and very costly, journey to the Tibetan
border for the sole purpose of discovering and introducing
this, the most gorgeous alpine plant extant. I had travelled
some

13,000 miles in 51/2 months and to be successful in
the first part of my mission in such a short time

attaining
was a

sufficient reward for all the difficulties and

hardships

experienced en route.
A year and

a

half

later, Herman Spooner

wrote to

Wilson:

You will, I am sure, share our disappointment when you
hear that Meconopsis integrifolia was first flowered by
Messrs Bee and Co. alias Mr. Bully of Chester. We were
astonished when we read the announcement in the Gardeners’ Chronicle, as we thought we were the only people
who possessed it. Fortunately, Mr. James ~Veitch] visited
Langley the day after the notice appeared in the Gardeners’
Chronicle and discovered two small flowers on the plants
there. He immediately wired to the Chronicle stating the
fact and thus saved the situation. The following week from
our material and Miss Smith’s drawing the Gardeners’
Chronicle published a very good figure, with some descriptive matter extracted from your letters, so I think we have
fairly taken the wind out of Messrs’ Bee’s sails. (Spooner,
letter, October 4, 1904. )

on

Wilson’s letters from Veitch are very similar
the first trip. On behavior Veitch wrote:

to

those he received

You have a great chance and if you can manage to get
hold of herbaceous seed
as
or of course
any seed
whatever
you did on your last trip
you will do well
position or work you ultimately undertake.... Take care
of yourself and work - work is the only thing whether in
England or China. (J. H. Veitch, letter, April 1, 1903.)
-

-

You have had

a

-

-

-

great chance - and have done well -

and
up your spirits and do equally well this time
you will all your life be very glad of what you did in your
youth
you have but one youth - and I doubt you ever
have another such chance.... Work - and always work it is the only thing
believe me - that man who through
his whole life
does nothing but work - at the end of it
whether his work is what
has usually the least to regret

Keep

-

-

-

-

-
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yours is

now - or some

far less

interesting. (J.

letter, October 5, 1903).

,

H. Veitch,
.

Both Veitch and Spooner wrote to Wilson of the success of the
herbaceous seeds Wilson sent. They flowered quickly and provided
good sales. However, Veitch confided:
I am really more fond of trees than any other plants
but you must not tell or whisper it for a business man ought
not to have any likes and dislikes
and of course the great
British Public does not buy trees
it has not the knowledge to select or the courage to wait for the results and
but still
hence trees are "just trees" with no possibilities
after all they seem to be the finest type of plant. (J. H.
Veitch, letter, October 5, 1903.)

-

-

-

-

-

Veitch was aware of the competition for new plants. "I see Vilmorin must have got quite a lot of plants
and there is no doubt
we are only just in time
as far as can be judged missionaries must
have sent him seed for many years now - though I doubt if he has
any quantities" (J. H. Veitch, letter, January 5, 1904). When Wilson’s
plants were described, many were attributed to cultivated specimens from Veitch and Sons, with the original locality given only as
"China." Veitch wrote: "I was annoyed at a paragraph the Journal
of Horticulture recently printed about you - the editor said it came
from a ’friend at Kew’ - do be careful
once home it is quite different
but please ’till then say but little" (J. H. Veitch, letter,
January 27, 1901). Veitch had written previously on the subject of
-

-

-

-

publications:
You will see in the Gardeners’ Chronicle dated July 25
your note about the boat service and the rapids which you
found so difficult. I shall send no botanical or plant information
as I want to leave that for you on your return.
Do not fritter away your information by writing scrappy
information to injudicious friends, who, with the best of
intentions in the world, send it on to the papers and thus
forestall you. (J. H. Veitch, letter, July 24, 1903.)
-

I hope for your sake
you are making notes for the
G.C. on your return - I shall have no objections to your
doing this for your own sake and as a matter of business though as to unexplored parts or information as to unvisited districts and any ideas you may have thereon, I
think these should be at my disposal. What is past
and
what you have learned in your two journeys you can dispose of after you return. (J. H. Veitch, letter, November
-

-

18, 1903. )
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you will have a good summer and autumn - I
you will do all you can - and I want you to make
notes of what further district you think worth visiting in case I ever send you. (J. H. Veitch, letfor me alone
ter, April 6, 1904.)
I

hope

am sure

-

Nevertheless, Veitch was aware of the novelties being introduced
by Wilson, and subsequently of the value of the herbarium speciHe noted: "Papers on new plants are to appear by Nicholson
and myself.... Nicholson is to read his paper on April 7 and we are
it will
to fill a centre table in the Hall with all your specimens
make a most interesting show." (J. H. Veitch, letter, February 16,
1903.) Regarding the herbarium specimens, Veitch wrote Wilson:
"We have some lovely photographs of your dried specimens for the
July issue of the Journal of the R.H.S. a copy of which I will send
you" (J. H. Veitch, letter, February 16, 1903). "Last week we exhibited all your specimens at Drill Hall
they created considerable
interest and an immense amount of jealously. The ordinary person
with Geraniums and Roses to exhibit, could not for the life of him
see why the valuable space should be given up to dried specimens"
(J. H. Veitch, letter, April 4, 1903). An article by James H. Veitch
entitled "Recently Introduced Trees, Shrubs, etc., from Central China"
appeared in the Journal of the Royal Horticultural Society. Fortyseven illustrations indicate the quality of the herbarium specimens
Wilson had prepared, and the list suggests that 357 specimens were
exhibited. A sheet from the Veitch firm now in the herbarium of the
Arnold Arboretum is illustrated here; it indicates the quality and the
beauty of Wilson’s early collections.
Wilson’s specimens apparently had been dispatched to and were
being studied by the herbarium staff at Kew. Herman Spooner wrote
to Wilson:

mens.

-

-

Professor

Sargent has named your maples from the dried
and I was out at Coombe Wood yesterday trying
the living plants. I found it a rather difficult job

specimens,
to name

the young seedling plants are naturally more vigorous
growers than the trees from which your specimens were
taken and in consequence somewhat out of character. Sargent made three new species and a number of new varieties ; one of the species is named Wilsonii (No. 303) but
apparently it is not in cultivation at Coombe. In the next
part of "Trees and Shrubs" Sargent proposes dealing with
the Chinese maples and hopes to figure ten new species or
species which have not been previously described (Spooner,
as

’

letter, June 23, 1894).
It was, in fact, Alfred Rehder who named the
in "Trees and Shrubs."

species

as

described
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Veitch again expressed his opinion on costs and expenses in many
letters received by Wilson during his second expedition. "I am quite
satisfied but try hard not to have to ask me for more money if it can
be avoided" (J. H. Veitch, letter, November 18, 1903). "Twelve
months after you get this I hope you will be with us
as soon as
you have the result of the autumn of 1904 come right home - I
know I can trust you not to leave till you have these
but stay not
a moment longer" (J. H. Veitch, letter, December 2, 1903). However, two months earlier Veitch had written: "Today I wire you £100
and the January check will be for £300 - try and NOT exceed what
we agreed on after this" (J. H. Veitch, letter, October 5, 1903).
Shortly thereafter, Veitch asker a favor: "Instead of sending you
£300 on Jan. 1 I will send £350, i.e., £50 from myself.... Buy me a
me a few good pieces of lacquer, porcelain or bronze
not much
silk
something quaint but good - not much - but good" (J.
H. Veitch, letter, November 18, 1903). Later he wrote: "I have no
doubt I shall like the bronze etc., you have got for me, though of
course buying for the taste of another is always a little difficult"
(J. H. Veitch, letter, March 15, 1904).
The year was a difficult one for Wilson. "Food was scarce in
Szechuan in 1904, and so labor was hard to get and harder to keep.
Worst of all was the difficulty of feeding a group of 15 to 20 men
for several days in the wilderness, wondering whether the next village would have enough food to sell and sufficient shelter" (Sutton,
1970, p. 221). On one trip Wilson ran out of supplies and had to
retrace his tracks. The trips scheduled were arduous, and Wilson
missed his wife and wondered about their future. No personal letters are available to provide their expressions on the subject. Veitch,
however, wrote in relation to future employment:
-

-

-

-

-

I met Watson accidentally yesterday and do not think from
what the director has said to me you need fear about a post
in 1905
we shall see you
through. (J. H. Veitch, letter,
-

November 18, 1903. )
You were very wise to write to Sir William [ThistletonDyer], and I know he much appreciated your letter and
sent it to Lord Landsdowne to read - next autumn I should
write him again if I were you - it is always well to keep
in touch with such gentlemen - everybody likes a little
attention especially those beyond their first youth and in the
so-called high places of the world
anyway Sir William
has been very good to you and the firm. (J. H. Veitch, letter, December 2, 1903.)
-

-

’

_
’

I have written Kew to look out for something for
you there certainly will be. In fact, they say there may be a
vacancy this summer in a colonial garden which may be
suitable
and I would like you at Coombe anyway for a
-

121
time
though of course, if anything good came
should take it. (J. H. Veitch, letter, March 15,
-

along,

you

1904.)

Sutton (1970, p. 221) commented: "Early in 1905 Wilson was
ready to go home, having abundantly fulfilled the demands of his
employers. He had shipped back 2000 numbers of seeds and plants
and 5000 numbers of herbarium specimens, many of which eventually proved to be new species." The figures given, however, represent
the total for both expeditions, for the second produced only 510 num-

bers of seed lots and 2,400 numbers of herbarium specimens.
When Wilson returned to England in March, he received a letter
from Veitch: "I have bought for you a pin
a flower of Meconopsis
integrifolia the five great petals of gold the numerous stamens
forty-one diamonds - and I think it really looks like a Meconopsis
and not a single Paeony or single Rose, which in jewelry it might
easily have done - I hope you will like it" (J. H. Veitch, letter,
March 18, 1905).
In January, 1906, Wilson accepted an appointment as a botanical
assistant at the Imperial Institute in London, where he worked on
collections from Hong Kong.
-

-

-

Wilson’s Third Expedition (1906-1909)
the First for the Arnold Arboretum

-

"To all appearance, he [Wilson] was a man prepared to settle down
to botanical research and retire forever from the field" (Sutton,
1970, p. 230). Charles Sprague Sargent, however, had been seeking
a man to collect in China for the Arnold Arboretum, and after several failures with other candidates, he approached Wilson. Wilson
was hesitant and wrote:
There

many difficulties in the way, difficulties which
well-nigh insuperable, but which you cannot be expected to appreciate in the way I do. Putting sentiment
aside, I have to throw up a Government appointment which,
if at present modest, has possibilities. Secondly, I have to
leave behind my wife and child, and these have to be provided for. Thirdly, there is the possibility of the pitcher
going too often to the well. There are other things of might
which have to be considered, and the possibilities of obtaining suitable employment on my return do not appear
to me to be brighter in the future than in the past. (Wilson,
letter, October 3, 1906.)
are

are

Sargent

had been

persuasive in earlier letters, but he also made
statements about Wilson’s career: "The trip is

questionable
making alone for
ered, and you are likely
some

worth

the seeds of fine conifers you have discovto remain practically unknown unless you
revisit China.... If you had been in China for two years more your

122
service would be very valuable to the Arboretum either from a cultural point of view or from working up your Chinese material" (Sargent, letter, July 16, 1906). Wilson was certainly aware of the financial success Veitch and Sons were enjoying from his introductions, as well as of the scientific contributions made by his herbarium specimens. Therefore he could easily assume that he had
made his mark. Nevertheless, in a letter dated September 14, 1906,
he accepted Sargent’s proposal, and he arrived in Boston shortly before Christmas. On December 27, 1906, a formal contract was
signed by E. H. Wilson and "President, Fellows of Harvard College
by Charles S. Sargent." The first paragraph read,
Wilson agrees to go to China at once and for two full
winter and summer seasons, or until about Dec. 1, 1908,
to collect there for the College botanical specimens, seeds,
information about plants, photographs, etc. All of the same
including photographic plates or films, obtained by Wilson
are to belong to the College immediately on coming into
Wilson’s possession, and are to be sent to the College by
Wilson as often as practicable. Wilson agrees that during
the period above mentioned he will devote all his time and
his best energy and skill to the purposes above stated and
will engage in no other occupation.
A salary was agreed upon with semiannual payments, and in case
of his death before the term was completed, payment would be made
for the current full year. An additional clause covered the period
after the contract ended from December 1, 1908, until April 1, 1909.
The following day (December 28, 1906) Sargent wrote a detailed
letter of his expectations, which shows both Wilson’s task ahead and
Sargent’s botanical wisdom. It is reproduced in full:

My dear Mr.

Wilson:
I shall try in these notes to set down some of the subjects
that we have been discussing in regard to your journey to
China.
The object of this journey is to increase the knowledge
of the woody plants of the Empire and to introduce into
cultivation as many of them as is practicable. It is therefore desirable to cover as much territory as possible rather than to attempt to gather large quantities of specimens
or seeds of any particular plant, and
although we have generally decided on the territory that you will visit, it is desirable as far as it is practicable for you to do so to cover
new regions not previously visited by you.
For herbarium specimens we have decided that it would
be well to undertake to dry six sets of all woody plants, and
in order to show the distribution of species it is further de-

123

dry specimens of the same species when this
distinctly different regions. In the case of species
appear variable it is desirable to make a number of specimens showing as far as possible the extent of such variasirable
occurs

tion.

to

in

It is

intended, of

course, in such cases that these

should be made only or chiefly
for the Arboretum and need not be included in your other

supplementary specimens
sets.

With regard to herbaceous plants it is desirable to
specimens of any plant of which you gather seeds,
herbaceous

make
or of

which appear to you to be new or to preinterest
either from a scientific or horticultural
special
of
view.
point
It is desirable to collect ferns for Dr. Christ to supplement your collections that have already been studied by
him. All orchids should be collected for Mr. Ames, and
where these present no difficulty in drying it would be a
good plan to make a dozen specimens of each for purposes

plants

sent

of

exchange.

As far as practicable seeds of all woody plants should
be collected with the exception, of course, of such very common things as Ailanthus glandulosa, Kerria, Rhodotypos,
and other species known to you to be in common cultivation. If it is possible to obtain so many, it would be a good
plan to have enough seeds to raise four or five hundred
plants of all species likely to prove hardy in our northern
states. This, however, would not apply to oaks, chestnuts
and walnuts, as these seeds require packing in earth and
it would be too laborious and expensive to send them in
large quantities. Three or four dozen sound acorns, chestnuts or walnuts would probably be all that we could expect to get. Magnolia and Euonymus seeds also travel
badly and they probably should be sent either in earth or

damp moss.
In regard to seeds of plants like broad-leaved evergreens
(with the exception of Rhododendrons) that cannot be expected to thrive in our climate, a much smaller number of
seeds will be sufficient, my idea being to raise these plants
here and then distribute them to gardens in southern Euthe most temperate parts of Great Britain.
seeds it must be borne in mind that the
position of the individual from which the seeds are gathered has a great influence on the hardiness of the offspring
and that it is therefore important, in cases of species of
wide distribution, to gather the seeds from the individuals
growing as far north as possible or at the highest altitudes.
This I consider a matter of utmost importance. I believe

rope
In

or

collecting
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more satisfactory to send seeds by mail unless
find
that
you have so many to send packed in earth that
you
it would be more economical to send a case by freight.
Seeds should be gathered of all Irises and Peonies, unless
it is better to send roots of these by mail. It is also desirable
to gather seeds of any showy bulbous plants other than
Lilies, and of alpine and other herbaceous plants of real
horticultural interest provided they have not already been
introduced into cultivation, with the understanding, of
course, that the introduction of herbaceous plants is secondary to the introduction of woody plants.
In case seeds cannot be obtained, grafts or cuttings should
be sent instead. It will probably be necessary to send the
grafts of Elms as it is not easy to obtain the seed. We can
manage the grafts of nearly all the deciduous-leaved trees
and shrubs that you are likely to meet with but not evergreens. I do not think it would be worth while to undertake
to send a large number of grafts of each species, and probably three dozen of each would be sufficient. Cuttings of
all Poplars and Willows should be sent.
Of Lily bulbs packed separately but sent with the
Farquhar’s bulbs, I should like to have one hundred and
fifty of each of the Chinese Lilies for some of the subscribers here. If I hear from Miss Willmott that she also wants
Lily bulbs, they had best be sent to her direct. I shall write
you later on this subject.
Notes. It was desirable that the herbarium specimens
should be accompanied by descriptive notes covering the
points that are not shown by the specimens themselves.
For example, the date when the specimen was gathered, the
locality and altitude; in the case of trees, the average height,
trunk diameter, habit, etc.; color of the flowers and fruit,
the color of the anthers of Crataegus, economic uses of
the plant if any, general character of the bark, value of
the wood if this is used commercially, etc.; in the case of
shrubs, their size, habit, etc. It may be well to state that our
definition here of a tree is a plant that grows up with a
single stem from the ground without regard to its size or
height, and that of a shrub a plant that grows up with two
or more stems from the ground without regard to its height,
so that a shrub may be often much larger than a tree.
I think you agree with me that it is important to devise
some system of numbering specimens and seeds by which
the seeds can be correctly and quickly referred to the numbers of the herbarium specimens. Probably the plan we
have discussed of giving each genus temporarily, at least,
a separate series of numbers will prove effective. If this is

it will prove

125

done, I should suppose it would be possible to give the herbarium specimen and the seed the same number, and later
when the sets are made up for distribution the plants can
have a new series of numbers independent of the seed numbers which would be for our convenience only.
It is desirable to photograph as many trees as possible,
provided the tree photograph can be named. Some system
of numbering referring to the herbarium specimens would
therefore be needed for the photographs in the case of trees
which you do not know. Photographs of flowers like Magnolias, Rhododendrons, etc., made life size if possible, are
of very great value, and so are the photographs of the fruiting branches of Picea, Tsuga and Abies. Photographs on
a large scale of the bark of trees are extremely valuable and
should be made showing the character of the country inhabited by different trees. It would be well, too, if time permits, to take views of villages and other striking and interesting objects as the world knows little of the appearance
of central and western China.
Conifers. I shall be glad to have you collect all conifers
with both flowers and fruit if it is practicable for you to do
so. We should also be glad to get the seeds of all of them,
and in the case of genera like Pinus, Picea, Thuya and
Larix to obtain at least one hundred cones detached from
the branches gathered from different trees in order to show
as far as possible any variations. In the case of Cunninghamia which, raised from seed gathered near the coast, is
not hardy in this climate, seed from higher elevations in the
interior should be sent. Of course what I have said about
the importance of gathering seed from northern and elevated stations applies with equal or greater force to conifers.
I should be glad to get for our museum specimens of walnuts that you may meet with in the markets, as well as the
fruits of other trees like chestnuts, etc., sold in Chinese
markets. It would also be interesting if you could gather
information about the trees and shrubs cultivated by the
Chinese in their gardens or for economic purposes. The
value of such notes would be increased if you could supply
specimens of such plants.
I understand that it is not possible to longer ~sic] find
Azaleas cultivated in the Shanghai gardens. If there is a
chance of doing so, however, it might be interesting to see
them and perhaps secure plants of anything that may seem
desirable to you. Shanghai, too, is the place of Populus tomentosa, of which we are desirous to obtain flowers.
Bamboo. If it is feasible to do so, it might be well to try
the experiment of sending small pieces of rooted plants by
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mail, of any of the small-growing mountain Bamboos that
in this climate.
Books. I should be glad to have you
brary books on Chinese botany.
Yours very truly,

might prove hardy

pick

up for

C. S.

our

li-

Sargent

Sargent financed the third Wilson expedition by soliciting gifts
from the Friends of the Arnold Arboretum, one of $7,000, fourteen
each of $1,000, and numerous other smaller donations. Three donors from England contributed, but significantly no gift was received from the Veitch firm. Sargent apparently approached the firm,
and Harry Veitch replied: "Thank you also very much for what you
told me about Wilson’s trip to China for you. I felt sure always that
you would take care that anything he sent you, provided we already
had received the same from him, should not interfere with our stock.
I appreciate fully your kindness in offering to tell Wilson to collect
anything for us of which we are in special need" (J. H. Veitch, letter,
July 1, 1907). Specifically, Wilson was to secure orchids for Oakes
Ames; ferns for Hermann Christ of Switzerland; and lily bulbs for
the Farquhar nurseries of Boston and for Miss Ellen Willmott of
England, as well as some to be used as gifts for the supporters of
the trip.
Field cooperation on this trip was planned with representatives of
the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Museum of Comparative
Zoology of Harvard. The trip was far different in its goals and cooperative efforts from the business adventures undertaken for the
Veitch firm. In the cooperative efforts planned with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Wilson was to obtain seeds and propagating
material of economically important plants for David Fairchild, while
the Department’s Frank Meyer was to gather herbarium specimens
and cones of conifers especially for Wilson and Sargent in the Wu
t’ai Mountains, where he was to make a spring trip for flowering
specimens and a fall trip for the seeds.
Wilson arrived in Shanghai in February of 1907 and briefed
Meyer on procedures. As he described these instructions in a letter
to Sargent, they were a remarkable copy of those he had received
himself. Meyer was to collect six sets of specimens of everything in
this unknown flora, giving preference to ligneous plants, ferns, and
...

terrestrial orchids (Wilson, letter, February 16, 1907). From Sargent’s point of view, Meyer failed miserably in his mission, while
Fairchild made repeated direct requests to Wilson. The situation
caused Sargent to comment: "It was never understood that you were
to do a great deal for the Department, and certainly it was not contemplated that while you were in the field you were to be bothered
by answering their inquiries.... I should judge that you have already done more for the Department than the Department is likely to
do for the Arboretum" (Sargent, letter, December 5, 1907).
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Before Wilson had left Boston he knew he was to have the adWalter
and often the company of
ministrative responsibility for
of
went
the
Harvard
Museum
who
sent
Comparative
by
Zappey,
Zoology to acquire bird skins and animal pelts. In a publication describing the results of the expendition, Samuel Henshaw later wrote:
-

-

The collections described in the following pages were
made in the Chinese provinces of Hupeh and Szechwan
during the years 1907 and 1908. With hardly an exception
they represent the work of Mr. Walter R. Zappey while he
was attached to the expedition sent out by the Arnold Arboretum under the direction of Mr. E. H. Wilson, the wellknown botanical collector.... Mr. John E. Thayer, recognizing the need of zoological work in lower China, secured
the consent of Prof. C. S. Sargent, the Director of the Arnold
Arboretum, for a trained collector to accompany Mr. Wilson, and most generously provided the necessary financial
support.... The results of Mr. Thayer’s liberality and Mr.
Zappey’s zeal would have been very much less, however,
had they not been supplemented by the tact and administrative ability of Mr. Wilson.... Mr. Wilson’s earlier work
in China was of distinct advantage for the success of the
Arboretum Expedition. It had shown that he possessed the
trustworthiness characteristic of his race, and the natural
and ever present suspiciousness of the natives towards aliens
engaged in a line of work the object of which is not wholly
clear, was happily avoided from the beginning. It should
be recognized that all of Mr. Wilson’s time and energy were
required for his botanical work and that every additional
task he assumed, even though willingly and successfully,
was nevertheless a burden. (Henshaw, 1912.)

Wilson had to keep separate accounts for the "John E. Thayer expedition" for Harvard. He handled baggage and repacked packages

arranged for support personnel, took
finally packed and shipped all the
zoological specimens, notifying Sargent of their departure. In succeeding months Wilson repeatedly asked if they had arrived and inquired why he had not heard from Thayer. Finally Sargent wrote:
"If Mr. Thayer has not written to you about Zappey’s consignment,
he is most enthusiastic over Zappey’s work and perfectly delighted
with Zappey’s results, and especially the way in which his collections
were packed. Apparently they have reached Boston in perfect condition and appear to contain many new specimens" (Sargent, letter,
December, 1908). Although they traveled separately a great deal of
the time, Zappey was Wilson’s charge from February, 1907, until
Zappey’s departure from China in March, 1909.
Wilson was less successful with some of the shipments of bulbs
too

care

large

or

too

heavy.

He

of customs formalities, and

Walter Zappey (right), his assistant, and his dog, with a bag of seven Reeve’s
pheasants shot at Chang-yang Hsien in January igog. WxLson made all of the
arrangements for Zappey to collect for the Harvard Museum of Comparative
Zoology on the "John E. Thayer Expedition." Photograph by E. H. Wilson.

Farquhar nurseries. Although he had collected, packed, and
shipped bulbs on the Veitch expeditions, literally thousands of bulbs,
each carefully wrapped in mud, rotted en route on this trip. Wilson
was deeply chagrined at the failure of the first shipment and vowed
to replace the consignment. With other seeds and plants Wilson was
highly successful. Jackson Dawson, propagator at the Arnold Arboretum, was kept busy handling the significant introductions of
Wilson’s third trip. Sargent kept much of the herbaceous material
to the

for his own estate or shared it with botanists at Kew or with the
Veitch firm.
Wilson held in storage the herbarium collections he made in 1907,
gathered more in 1908, and shipped all at once in 1909. His collecting localities during this period are included in a separate listing
later in this paper.
During the summer of 1908, while Wilson was still in China, Sargent made a trip to Europe to discuss with Harry Veitch the prospects
for a new expedition. Veitch thought candidates would be more
numerous in Europe. After a refusal from George Forrest, they chose
William Purdom, once of the Veitch firm and then at Kew. After a
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quick briefing Purdom was sent
preparing to depart. Apparently
Wilson, for he

wrote to

to China
Purdom’s

Wilson, who was
appointment was news to

to meet

Sargent:

You may be quite sure that anything I can do for Mr.
Veitch and yourself in the way of helping your new man
will be done. My last attempt in such matters [ i.e., in the
case of Mr. Meyer was not altogether a success, but
nothing daunted I am willing to try again since you wish it.
It is well, professor, you did not tempt me with the offer to
remain another season, for in spite of what I said in ’06,
I fear I should have succumbed to such an offer providing
the political outlook in China seemed favorable. This would
have completely broken up my wife, and for her sake,
therefore, I am very glad the temptation did not come my
way. But I am human and I confess to a slight feeling of
chagrin at being passed over so completely in favour of
another and without a word of warning. It can be interpreted to reflect unfavourably on the work I have accomplished during the past two years. I merely mention this:
I do not say I think it thus intended. I am no longer a
"cheap" man and I can quite understand that Mr. Veitch
would hesitate to pay the salary you yourself did not think
exorbitant. It is probably foolish of me to expose myself
thus, but perfect frankness has characterized our association thus far and I think you know me too well to attribute
this to a churlish or jealous spirit. With kind regards and
best wishes for the success of your new venture. (Wilson,
letter, March 9, 1909.)

Wilson

packed his materials in Ichang, shipped them from ShangApril 25, 1909, was in Peking to return via Siberia.
He stopped in Moscow and St. Petersburg (Leningrad) to examine
herbarium specimens, particularly those of gymnosperms. In the
greenhouse nurseries in St. Petersburg, he discovered seedlings grown
from his Chinese collection of 1907, seeds of which Sargent had sent
to Russia. In the herbarium of the botanical garden in Berlin, Wilson
wished to study the collections of von Rosthorne and to acquire duplihai, and

on

for the Arnold Arboretum. However, he learned that these
collections were only on loan, and that the staff of the Berlin herbarium had first choice of duplicates or fragments, so no material
would be available. This may explain a critical statement he wrote
cates

to

Sargent:
In Berlin I saw the most flagrant examples of species
mongering that have ever come under my notice.... At this
moment I will content myself with one example. You will
remember that Diels described a new Liquidambar from
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Rosthorne’s collection. Having been practically all over
Rosthorne’s ground and failed to discover anything answering the description, I had grown skeptical and determined
to see the type when in Berlin. I did. The species is founded
on two leaves only and these leaves are those of a palmately
veined species of Acer. Can anyone defend the founding of
a new species on two leaves alone? Greed and greed alone
is

responsible. (Wilson, letter, May 22, 1909.)

was not considered in
Plantae Wilsonianae by Rehder and Wilson in spite of
Wilson’s observations, and which was placed in the synonymy of
Acer sinense Pax by Handel-Mazetti in 1933.
After a stop in Paris, Wilson reached London on May 17. He met
with Ellen Willmott and visited Coombe Wood to see the plants
grown from his earlier collections. Since his photographic plates
had been sent to London, he worked with Wallis at Kew in the development of the plates and the identification of the pictures.
His herbarium collections, however, went directly to Boston, where
Sargent apparently realized the task ahead in organizing and identifying the material. Although Wilson’s contract had expired, Sargent
offered him temporary employment to work up the material "after
a short vacation." "When this work on the herbarium is done, possibly some arrangement for other work connected with the Arboretum can be found or perhaps you will care to undertake another
journey" (Sargent, letter, May 24, 1909). Wilson was not pleased
with the salary offered and "when he asked Sargent for a higher
salary to cover his herbarium work Sargent replied that any increases would only generate ill feelings among Arboretum staff members who worked for less. Dissatisfied though he was, Wilson had
no better alternatives, so in September he packed his wife and daughter and sailed for the United States to settle down in the herbarium
for a while" (Sutton, 1970, p. 245).

This

was

Liquidambar rosthornii Diels, which

Sargent’s

Wilson’s Fourth

Expedition (1910-1911)

of the third expedition was the collection of seeds
material of conifers, the season proved disastrous.
As Wilson observed, first Meyer let them down and then: "I am sorely afraid the fates intend to treat me severely this year in the matter of conifers" (Wilson, letter, October 11, 1908). In Boston Wilson
arranged his herbarium specimens and apparently found himself illprepared to do much of the taxonomic and nomenclatural work Sargent had in mind for the publication Plantae Wilsonianae. In the
original prospectus the work was to be in six parts comprising three
volumes. As completed, it proved to be nine parts in three volumes
totaling 1931 pages. The work was dominated by Alfred Rehder.
Little is known of the conversations and arrangements that led to

Although goal
and propagating
a
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Ernest

Henry Wilson with his wife (Ellen Ganderton) and daughter (Muriel
Primrose) photographed during a mszt to Japan.
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expedition. Wilson and his family had arrived in Boston
September, 1909, and Wilson departed for China in March, 1910.
The objective was to try again for seeds of gymnosperms. Taking the
train across Europe to Moscow and from there to Peking, Wilson arrived in Ichang on June 1, 1910. Again he was able to assemble "as
much of his old men as he required" and left from Chengtu on June
the fourth

in

4. Wilson said:

My object was to enter Szechuan by way of northwestern
Hupeh and then strike due west to Chengtu, the capital of
the province. Much of this proposed route was absolute
terra-incognita, and no one had before attempted this journey in its entirety. The distance is about seven hundred
miles, but in rough mountainous country mere mileage is
no criterion. In all it took about eight weeks of steady travel to

cover

the distance.

(Wilson, 1912, p. 160).

From Chengtu Wilson made a round trip to Sungpan. He collected a few herbarium specimens, reported his "camera was very
busy," and arranged for the gathering of fruits of Eucommia. Three
day’s travel outside of Chengtu, Wilson’s party was caught in an
avalanche of sliding rock. Although Wilson escaped from his sedan
chair, which was carried over the precipice, he was hit on the leg
and suffered a compound fracture.
He wrote to Sargent of the accident: "Fortunately as far as the
expedition is concerned my plans have been so laid that whilst handicapping us, the accident cannot involve the expedition in entire
failure" (Wilson, letter, September 10, 1910). He added the personal
postscript: "P.S. My wife of course knows nothing of the accident,
nor will she for several weeks to come, for I shall not write her about
it until I am on a fair way to recovery. Please take every precaution
to prevent the news from getting into the hands of the press or its
friends at yours [sic ~ or across the water" (Wilson, op. cit. ).
He received medical care from Dr. and Mrs. W. Henry Davidson
of the Friends’ Mission in Chengtu, and from a Dr. Mouillac, the
French army surgeon in charge of the Ecole de Medecine and the
Roman Catholic Hospital in Chengtu. Because of the delay caused
by the long passage from the scene of the accident, Wilson’s leg became infected and nearly had to be amputated. Twelve weeks elapsed
before he could hobble about on crutches with a shortened and painful limb. Sargent expressed his sympathy in a letter of October 25,
1910, and Wilson wrote in reply:
While in bed I knew my men would do what they could,
although hardly as much as if I was around. An abundant
seed season and possibly a grain of sympathy have worked
in our favor with most gratifying results. In mere quantity
the amount of seed despatched is equal to any former sea-

Above : Dr. and Mrs. Davidson and their house in the Friends Mission compound,
Chengtu, where Wilson recuperated from his broken leg. Photograph taken
December 20, zgro. Below: Wilson wrote the caption "My Chinese collectors, all
faithful and true" for this photograph. The group, assembled in Ichang on
February r5, rgm, had continued to collect while Wilson was recovering from
has accident. Photographs by E. H. Wilson.
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On

son.

been

four hundred packages have
Ichang I expect to find a cerpost.
(Wilson, letter, December 4, 1910.)

counting, I find

despatched by

tain amount

more.

some

At

While incapacitated, Wilson received a letter offering him the
post of Assistant Superintendent (under Tutcher) of the Botanic
Garden at Hong Kong. He replied:
Had the offer presented itself at the time of old Ford’s retirement, I should have accepted it joyously. But seven
years alter the aspect of affairs. In the first place I am
bound by written agreement to remain with Harvard until
April 1 next and to return there. There is also a more or
less tacit understanding that I remain with them until all
the collections are distributed. I have also the offer from
Harvard of a permanent post of rather better value than
the Hong Kong post, though it is doubtful if I shall accept
even this. I have an almost overwhelming desire to settle
down at Kew and take up certain work having direct connection with that which I have done in China. (Wilson,
letter, November 16, 1910.)
Documentation for his contract and offer of a permanent post have
been located in the Harvard Archives.
Wilson collected only 462 numbers during this trip, but specimens
dated after his accident, from locations far from Chengtu, indicate
that his team worked during his recuperation. Wilson’s last letter
was written in Ichang on February 16, 1911, and he arrived back in
Boston in March, 1911, almost a year to the day after his departure.
His subsequent medical treatment and his mental and physical adjustment to work in an herbarium are not well documented.
not

Wilson’s

Collecting Localities

The following chronology of Wilson’s travels in China is based on
dated herbarium specimens and photographs, and on the entries
available from his diaries and field books. Specific dates, when
known, follow the month in parentheses (when Wilson appears to
have been in two widely separated places on the same date, one collection was probably made by one of his collectors). The spellings
of place names are those used by Wilson.’ The smaller localities,
in italics, are not mapped (in the paper following this by Clausen
and Hu). Where possible, additional information about the localities
is given. The following list of Chinese terms and their English
equivalents should be helpful in interpreting the localities.
1 Because there

was not yet a standard system for romanization of
that Wilson had to create his own spellings of localities too small to be on any map. He was not consistent, but I feel that it
is important to use his spellings for each particular collection.

Chinese,

it is

likely
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FIRST VEITCH EXPEDITION, 1899-1902
1899

April (23). Arrived in Boston.
June (3). Hong Kong.
August. Yunnan: Laokai.
September. Yunnan: Mengtsze,
December (25). Hong Kong.

Szemao.

1900

February (24). Western Hupeh: Ichang.
March. Western Hupeh: Ichang; Nanto.
April. Western Hupeh: Ichang, Nanto, Patung; Chang-yang Hsien.
May. Western Hupeh: Chang-yang, Chienshi Hsien; Ichang; Nanto.
Western Szechuan: Ching ting Shan.
June. Western Hupeh: Chien-sz Hsien; Pao-kang Hsien; Patung.
Szechuan: Wa-shan Mountain.
July. Western Hupeh: Chienshz.
August. Eastern Szechuan: Wulan.
October. Western Hupeh: Chang-yang Hsien; Ichang.
December. Western Hupeh: Ichang.
1901
March. Kui (possibly Kui-chou in Eastern Szechuan).
April. Western Hupeh: Chang-yang Hsien; Pao-kang; Patung.
May. Western Hupeh: Patung Hsien.
June. Eastern Szechuan: Kui-chou.
Western Szechuan: Chang-yang; Fang Hsien; Pao-kang Hsien.
July. Western Hupeh: Fang Hsien, Pao-kang; Patung.
August. Western Hupeh: Pao-kang Hszen.
September. Western Hupeh: Chang-yang Hsien.

Undated

April.

Returned to

England.

(1900-1901)
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SECOND VEITCH EXPEDITION, 1903-1905
1903

Hong Kong; Shanghai.
April (25). Western Hupeh: Ichang.
May. Szechuan: Chungking, Fu-chau; Kiating-fu; Mu-tung; Shih Kai Tu.
June. Western Szechuan: Kiating-Fu (June 19); Tachien-lu; Wa-shan.
July. Western Szechuan: Fulin ; Kiating; Mt. Omei; Tachien-lu; Tung
Valley; Wa-shan, Yin-Kou.
August-September. Western Szechuan: Kiating (August 10-September 23).
October. Western Szechuan: Kiating; Mt. Omei.
November. Western Szechuan: Kiating.
December. Western Hupeh: Ichang.
March (22).

1904
March (15). Western Hupeh: Ichang.
April (24). Western Hupeh: Ichang.
Western Szechuan: Sui Fu.
May. Western Szechuan: Kiating; Mt. Omei; Tachien-lu; Ta-hsiang-ling;
Tung Valley, Wa-shan.
June. Western Szechuan: Mt. Omei; Mupin; Tachien-lu.
July. Western Szechuan: Kiating; Mt. Omei, Tachien-lu; Tung Valley.
August. Western Szechuan: Kiating; Sungpan.
September. Western Szechuan: Chengtu; Min Valley; Sungpan.
October. Western Szechuan: Mupin, Tachien-lu.
November. Western Szechuan: Kiating.
December. Western Szechuan: Kiating (December 8); Chung-king (December 14).

1905
March. Returned to

England.

FIRST ARNOLD ARBORETUM EXPEDITION, 1907-1909
E. THAYER EXPEDITION TO CHINA FOR THE MUSEUM
COMPARATIVE ZOOLOGY, 1907-1909

JOHN

OF

1907
Arrived in Shanghai (February 2); Ichang (February 26)
March. Western Hupeh: Hsing-shan Hsien; Ichang.
April. Western Hupeh: Chang yang Hsien; Hsing-shan Hsien; Ichang;
Patung Hsien.
May. Western Hupeh: Changlo- Hsien; Fang Hsien; Hsing-shan Hsien;

February.

Ichang.
June. Western Hupeh: Changyang Hsien; Fang Hsien; Hsing-shan Hsien;
Ichang, Patung Hsien; Ta-wan ("big turn").

Kiangsi: Kuling.
July. Kiangsi: Kuling.
Western Hupeh: Chang-lo Hsien ; Hsing-shan Hsien; Ta-wan.
August. Kiangsi: Kui-Kiang, Kuling.
Western Hupeh: Fang Hsien, Hsing-shan Hsien; Ichang.
September. Western Hupeh: Fang Hsien; Hsing-shan Hsien.
October. Western Hupeh: Fang Hsien, Hsing-shan Hsien; Ichang.
November. Western Hupeh: Changyang Hsien; Fang Hsien; Ichang;
Pa-tung Hsien.
December. Western Hupeh: Changyang Hsien; Hsing-shan Hsien; Ichang.
1908

January. Western Hupeh: Hsing-shan Hsien; Ichang;
February. Western Hupeh; Ichang.

Shasi.

137

March. Western Hupeh: Ichang; Ichang Gorge; Patung City.
Szechuan: Hsin-lung Rapids, Yangtze River (may be near Kui-Fu);
Kui-Fu City; Te-t’an (village); Windbox Gorge, Wushan Gorge; Yiin

Yang City.

April.
May.

Feng-tu Hsien; Sui-Fu; Wan Hsien (city).
Chengtu, Chengtu Plain, Chien-wei Hsien;
Ching-chi Hsien, Chiu-Ting Shan; Hanchou; Hsin-Hsin Hsien;
Kiating Fu, Mao-chou, Mao-chou Plain, Mien-chu Hsien; Min Valley;
Shih-Fang Hsien; Tachien-lu, Ta Hsing-ling (range of mountains,
possibly near Tachien-lu); Wa-ssu; Wei-chow (possibly Mei-chou);
Western Szechuan:
Western Szechuan:

Wen Chuan Hsien.

June. Western Szechuan: Chengtu; Hsao-chin Ho (probably Hsiao-chin
Ho), Hsin Wen ping; Hsuan Kou; Kuan chai (between Monkong Ting
and Pan-lan-shan Pass), Kuan-Hsien; Mongong Ting, Mupin (region
northwest of Tachien-lu), Niu-tou-shan (mountain east of Pan-lanshan) ; Pan-lan-shan (mountain pass), Pi Hsien, Romi Chango,

(Kang-ting); Ta-Chin Ho (upper Tung River); Tsung-lu
possibly Tungolo, west of Tachcien-lu); Wohji (village; also the name
of a region north of Mongkong Ting).

Tachien-lu

Western Szechuan: Cheto-shan (mountain range west of Tachienlu) ; Mupin; Tachien-lu; Ta-p’ao-shan (Pan-lan-shan); Tung River
Valley; Wa-shan (mountain); Wassu Kou (probably a ravine near
Wa-ssu), West Romichango.
August. Western Szechuan: Chengtu City; Chengtu Fu; Ching Chi Hsien;
Fei-yiieh-lzng; Hua-ling-ping ; Kiung-chou; Kuan Hsien; Leng Che

July.

(village), Luting-Chiao;

Nitou

(possibly Nui-tou

shan

near

Pan-lan-

shan), Shuangliu; Tartar City, Chengtu (inner city of Chengtu);
Wa-shan (mountain); Ya-chou Fu (Ya an); Yung-yang Hsien.
September. Western Szechuan: Ching Chi Hsien; Hungya Hsien (harnlet
south of Ya-chou Fu); Kiating Fu, Malie (near Wa-shan); Mt. WaWu ; Omei Hsien; Tatien Chleh (hamlet); Tung River Valley; Washan (mountain).
October. Western Szechuan: Chengtu Plain ; Chiu Ting shan, Mien-chu
Hsien; Hsin-Hsin Hsien, Kiating; Mupin; Tachien-lu; Tung River
Valley; Ya-chi Fu (probably Ya-chou Fu).
November. Western Szechuan: Chengtu City, Chiu-Ting shan, Tu Men;
Kiating Fu, Min River Valley ; Mupin; Pan-lan-shan; Tachien-lu; Tung
River Valley, Wa-shan (mountain), Wassu.
December. Western Szechuan: Chiang Ching Hsien; Kiating Fu; Lu-chou;
Min River, Na-Chi Hsien (probably Nan-chi); Sui Fu; Yachou Fu;
Ya River.
1909

January.

Szechuan:

Chungking; Shih-pao-chai;

Wan Hsien; Wushan

Gorge; Yunyang.

Hupeh: A-tung Hsien (probably Pa-tung Hsien); Hsing-shan
Hsien; Ichang; Ichang Gorge; Nan t’o ; Mitsang Gorge; Chin Tan
Village ; Patung Hsien; Putze (hamlet); Shan-Yuh-Tung Glen (near
Ichang, among the Yangtze gorges).
February. Western Hupeh: Changyang Hsien; Ichang.
March. Han-Kow, Ichang Fu; Shanghai;
Western

April. Hong Kong; left

China at the end of

April.
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SECOND ARNOLD ARBORETUM EXPEDITION, 1910-19111
1910
To China via Trans-Siberian Railway.
Western Hupeh: Ichang.
May. Western Hupeh: Ichang; Sun-yu-tung Glen.
June. Western Hupeh: Fang Hsien, Hsiang-Tan; Hsing-shan

April.

Hsien;

Ichang, Kuo-Hu-ping ; Lumeng Ho, Patung Hsien; Sha-kao-che ;

Sha-

kou-pieu (hamlet); Sun-yu-tung Glen; Yangtsze gorges (near Ichang).
Eastern Szechuan; Tan-chia-Teng (village); Taning Hsien.
July. Eastern Szechuan: Kai Hsien; Shato-tzu (market town); Wan-totsao ; Wen-tang-ching; Yiinyang Hsien.
North-central Szechuan: Chint’ang Hsien; Chung-chiang Hsien;
Hwai-pai-lu (small market village); Nan-ching Kuan; Pa-chou;
Paoning Fu ; Tai-lu-che (market village); Tung-chuan Fu ; TungHsiang Hsien; Yenting Hsien, Yi-lung Hsien.
Western Szechuan: Chengtu Fu.
Western Szechuan: An Hsien;

Chengtu; Han-chou; Kuan-Hsien;
Kung-ching ch’ang, Lungan Fu; Mao-chou; Mienchu Hsien; Min
River Valley ; Slzi-chuan Hsien; Sin-tu Hsien (Hsin-tu Hsien); Sungpan ; Sungpan Ting (Sungpan), Tachien-lu.
September. Western Szechuan: Kiating; Kuan Hsien; Mao-chou; Pinglong-shih (near Mount Wa-wu); Sungpan; Sungpan Ting (Wilson’s
accident); Tachien-lu; Wen-ch’uan Hsien; Yen-Meng.
Western Hupeh: Fang Hsien.

August.

November. Western Szechuan: Wa-ssu.
December. Western Szechuan: Chengtu, Mt. Omei.
19111

February.

Western

Hupeh: Ichang, Hankow; Kin-ling (port);
Hankow; Kuikiang; Shanghai.

March.
Arrived in Boston.
-

(To be continued in Arnoldia, July/Aug., 1980)
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