MEDICAL LONDON

Max Decharne on apothecaries and the Chelsea Physic Garden

MD:
We’re here in Chelsea, in the Chelsea Physic Garden, about midway between Kings Road and the river Thames, and this is the garden of the Society of Apothecaries, which was founded in 1673. They were originally leasing this land as a nice place by the river at a time when Chelsea was just a small village quite a long way outside London. And they noticed that the climate here was a microclimate due to the proximity of the water and that it was actually very, very good for growing things that might not otherwise survive in England. So they built a wall round it to protect it even further and they started growing lots and lots of herbs. The purpose being ‘let’s teach apprentices who are learning to be apothecaries, let’s teach them to recognise the various plants that exist’.


Hans Sloane was an enormously rich man at the start of the 18th century. He collected a great many things and his collection eventually formed the basis of the British Museum in 1753. But three decades before that, he bought this ground, it was four acres, he bought it from a man named Cheyne, who Cheyne Walk just along the way is named after. And he gave it, he leased it in perpetuity to this Society of Apothecaries, who had been on this ground for 50 years. He basically said OK, you can have it for as long as you like, I just want five pounds a year, which is what they still pay and I want 50 good herbal samples for the Royal Society every year up until we have I think 2000 of them and they long ago exceeded it, in fact by the end of the 18th century they’d exceeded that total. And by the 18th century it was the most significant centre of these studies, pretty much anywhere, but certainly in this country. In days when travel, even travelling up to York, regardless of what they say Dick Turpin was supposed to have been able to do, basically a journey that we take for granted in this country, relatively short, a two-hour train journey, in the 18th century was very difficult to do. So to have in London, which by that century was certainly the largest city in the Western world and the centre of the world’s trade, it was pretty much the most important centre in the world. So to have these things available for study for people interested in medicine, scientists, that sort of thing, rather than ‘oh well there might be an interesting plant halfway up, you know, in the Andes or something’ – you could die getting there, I mean just going on a sea voyage was a very risky business. You might not survive that for all sorts of reasons. So it was very, it wasn’t just showing off to be able to say we can grow, we have an olive tree here, this far north and we can grow olives and you don’t have to go to Italy to get it. But whatever it might be, because of the seed programme, once it had a remarkable collection of different kinds of plants, they began taking something that might grow very well in this country or that country and saying ‘oh it would do extremely well in another continent entirely, let’s plant it there’. And in the 1730s, a friend of Hans Sloane, his name was Overbury, he was involved in Georgia, in what was then obviously a British colony in the southern states of America, and they were trying to get things to grow and Hans Sloane shipped out from the Physic Garden some cotton and that was the origins of the entire cotton industry in the southern states of America.  


We have rubber being taken from Brazil and being established in Malaysia and Sri Lanka, that was rubber from the Chelsea Physic Garden and then possibly the most famous case, in 1848 they were able to take tea from China to India and established it in Assam.


The gardens in themselves, it’s no accident they started out by a river, partly because of the climate but also they were interested from the beginning in making contact with other countries. London was the most significant port in the world in those days and so very quickly you could get out onto the trade routes. Why would they want to transplant tea for instance in 1848 from China to India? Because the British Empire, we didn’t own China, but in those days we were running India and had been since the 18th century when the East India Company had been looking after it, and it was indeed one of the people from these gardens who then went to work for the East India Company, who did that transplanting of tea at that time. So very significant things were coming from this sort of hothouse enclave here in these few acres.
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