FRANCIS MASSON: PLANT-HUNTER
Fran Scott
rancis Masson (1741-1805) was the young Scottish gardener
chosen by Joseph Banks as the first plant collector for the
newly established Botanical Gardens at Kew. During his
years of travel, he spent twelve years happily botanising in
the Cape area of South Africa, sending back over four hundred new
species of plants.
Many of them are now common in British
horticulture, including pelargonium; erica; cineraria; calendula;
gardenia; xeranthemum; gladiolus; kniphofia; amaryllis; arum lilies,
and streptocarpus.
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Over 34 years, Masson collected plants on four different continents
and contributed an astonishing total of over a thousand new species
to Britain. We gardeners owe a huge debt to this intrepid and
dedicated Aberdonian.
His career began when he left Scotland to work as a gardener in
Princess Augusta’s garden at Kew. The princess had established a
Francis Masson
small Physic Garden within the grounds of her estate, following the
tradition of scholarly gardens at Oxford and Chelsea. The garden was carefully planted following
the plant classification system recently compiled by the Swedish botanist, Carl Linnaeus.
The very first plant collection for Kew was made by the flamboyant Joseph Banks, who sailed with
Captain James Cook on HM Bark Endeavour. This exciting expedition, sponsored by the Royal
Society, circumnavigated the globe. On the voyage, Banks collected a huge variety of plants from
many countries, including Australia.
By the time the Endeavour reached the Dutch colony of South Africa on its way home, both crew
and passengers were suffering from various tropical illnesses. There was little opportunity for
Banks to go botanising north of Cape Town although, frustratingly, he could glimpse how many
exciting plants were in that area. The Endeavour returned to Britain, and Banks was presented to
King George III in 1771. Following the death of Princess Augusta, the King was keen to develop
the Royal Gardens at Kew, and Banks took on the unofficial role of overseer of the gardens.
Banks planned to join Cook’s second expedition in 1772, but Cook flatly refused to give him
passage on the voyage. Banks, a wealthy young squire from Lincolnshire, was demanding a
refitting of the ship to accommodate all the gear that he planned to take, including a small
orchestra and nine greyhounds! Unsurprisingly, Cook maintained that the refitting would have
seriously compromised the safety of the ship. Instead, Banks requested passage as far as the Cape
for a gardener from Kew, who would be commissioned to collect and bring back living plant
specimens. John Aiton, then in charge of Kew, suggested the young Scot, Francis Masson, who had
shown such a lively interest in the huge variety of new plants being amassed at the Botanic
Gardens.
After three and a half months at sea on board Captain Cook’s ship HMS Resolution, Masson finally
arrived at Cape Town, a small settlement that had been set up as a staging post for the Dutch East
India Company. A few settlers, largely Dutch, were trying to establish farms north of Cape Town,
but most of the land, which initially did seem hostile and unpromising, had not been explored.
Masson started by exploring the area in and around the Stellenbosch Mountains, later travelling
extensively around the Cape of Good Hope. He spent the winters sorting and cataloguing all the
plants that he had discovered, then packing them for despatch back to Kew.
The South African terrain ranged from parched deserts to stormy coasts and magnificent high
mountains, and gullies which were sometimes almost impossible to cross. He described his travels
thus: “We climbed many dreadful precipices until we arrived at dark and gloomy woods with

trees 80 to 100 feet high...trees were often
growing out of perpendicular rock and
among these the water sometimes fell 200
feet perpendicular with an awful noise...I
endured the day with much fatigue, with a
mixture of horror and admiration…”.
In his first months in South Africa, Masson
had the unnerving experience, while
botanising late in the evening out in the
bush, of finding himself hunted by a chaingang of escaped convicts who intended to
hold him hostage. Fortunately, he found a
dilapidated shack to huddle in for a nerveracking night and managed to slip off to
safety in the morning.
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Masson made an excursion around the local
mountains in mid-May the following year
in the company of a 29-year-old Swedish
botanist, Carl Thunberg, who had just
returned from his own first trip into the
interior. Thunberg’s small financial retainer
from the University of Uppsala had not
arrived, so he had set himself up as a doctor
in Cape Town. Thunberg invited Masson to
join him the following spring in a second,
much longer, trip into the interior. The two
men could hardly have been more different
in character; Thunberg was a bouncing,
self-confident extrovert, whereas Masson

was quiet, diffident and unassuming.
Thunberg had
benefited from the best possible botanical education at the
University of Uppsala, under the instruction of Karl Linnaeus
himself. Masson came from a humble background and was
self-taught.

The following September, the two set off again, travelling up
the coast and then turning inland to an area now known as
Namaqualand.
While traversing a completely arid
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The journey into the interior was a much longer expedition,
exploring far more of the terrain to the north of Cape Town.
One find, amongst many, was the beautiful turquoiseflowered Ixia viridiflora. They also found cycads, which were
completely unknown to Europeans at that time. A specimen
of Encephalartos altensteinii, the Eastern Cape giant cycad,
which Masson sent back to Kew, survives to this day in the
Palm House. It is believed to be the world’s oldest pot plant,
having arrived at Kew in 1775. During their return journey
to Cape Town, Masson and Thunberg discovered species of
crassula, stapelia (carrion flowers) and mesembryanthemum.
Masson observed, “The whole country affords a fine field for
botany, being enamelled with the greatest number of flowers
I ever saw, of exquisite fragrance and beauty”. They arrived
back at Cape Town after four and a half months.

Ixia viridiflora

landscape, they were amazed to see a large flock of sheep eating, not grass, but succulent plants mesembryanthemum seemed a favourite - and a variety of aromatic shrubs which, according to
Masson, gave their meat an excellent flavour. The diet of succulents also meant that the flock
required little water to drink.

© amazingplaces.com

The flowers of Namaqualand, an area now popular with tourists
After this third expedition, Masson returned to England, but he was eager to continue his service
as royal plant-collector. In 1776 he was sent off to visit Madeira, the Canaries, the Azores and the
West Indies, hoping also to visit Central America. On his travels he collected around two hundred
new species of plants. Stopping off in Grenada, where the British were at war with the French,
Masson was unwillingly press-ganged into joining the British army in defence of the island. He
was taken as a prisoner of war by the French and imprisoned, an experience which haunted him
for the rest of his life. When he was eventually released, a hurricane in St Lucia destroyed all the
plants that he had collected, and most of his possessions too.
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Tritonia disticha ssp. rubrolucens

Stapelia gigantea emits a smell of rotting flesh, to
attract the flies which pollinate it

Meanwhile, back in Britain, the plants Masson had sent home from the Cape had started a craze.
Almost a third of the 786 plates of flowering plants in the first twenty volumes of William Curtis’
Botanical Magazine were of plants Masson had discovered, such as hibiscus, lobelia, tritonia and
protea.
When Masson returned again to Britain, he found himself unable to settle down to a quiet life of
gardening at Kew. He set off again on expeditions to India, the West Indies and North America,
and in 1786 he returned to South Africa, where he spent the next 10 years collecting plants and
sending them back to Britain.
His final trip, in 1797, was gruelling. Having set sail for Canada, the comparatively comfortable
ship on which Masson was travelling was twice attacked by French privateers. On the second
occasion the pirates lined up the passengers, who were convinced that they were about to be
executed. In fact, they were transferred to a much smaller cargo ship, bound for Baltimore, where
they had to sleep on deck amongst the ship’s ropes. But it was probably preferable to being made
to walk the plank! They eventually reached New York, having taken four months to cross the
Atlantic, and were obliged to trek overland north to Canada.
Francis Masson, by then in his mid-sixties, died in Montreal in 1805. Fellow Scot John Aiton
faithfully recorded all of Masson’s many plant discoveries in Hortus Kewensis: or a Catalogue of
Plants Cultivated in the Royal Botanic Garden at Kew. 140 of Masson’s original sketches are still held
in the British Museum. The Encephalartos altensteinii that he sent back to Kew in 1775 still resides in
the Palm House and is well worth a visit. Although now it grows at a rather jaunty angle, it is a
fitting and living memorial to this tireless plant-hunter.
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Masson’s specimen of Encephalartos altensteinii in the Palm House at Kew
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