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Articles

This major contribution to knowledge of the itinerary  of one 
of Australia’s most important early botanical collectors gives 
an insight into the less privileged class of free visitors to the 
infant colony of New South Wales, which encompassed the 
known parts of a whole continent, including, until 1825, Van 
Diemen’s Land. The events recounted occurred when there was 
a thirst for scientific and horticultural novelties from the colony 
(Nelson 1990). The British nursery trade was willing to subsidise 
collectors, and the scientific establishment to acknowledge their 
collections, sometimes by naming their discoveries after them. It 
would be easy to conclude that Baxter was a rogue, but Sydney 
was full of such characters: free and incarcerated. We are given 
evidence of established horticulturists and scientists willing, 
despite evidence of continued misdemeanours, to harvest 
rewards of Baxter’s passion for plants. Questions are answered: 
yet more are raised!

The author has strong associations with Australian plant 
systematics dating back to the early 1970s when he was based in 
Donald Walker’s Biogeography and Geomorphology Department 
at ANU. His PhD embraced southern Australian biogeography 
and a revision of Adenanthos, from which spawned clarification 
of Labillardière’s botanising in Western Australia and Tasmania. 
He has returned to Australia at least once, presenting a paper to 
the ASBS symposium on the history of Australasian systematic 
botany in 1988. A long-standing Editor of the Archives of Natural 
History, he was formerly horticultural taxonomist at the National 
Botanic Gardens, Glasnevin, Dublin. 
Nelson E.C. 1990. ó... and þowers for our amusementô: the early 

collecting and cultivation of Australian plants in Europe and the 
problems encountered by todayôs taxonomists. In P.S. Short 
(Ed.) History of systematic botany in Australasia. (ASBS Inc.), 
pp. 285–296.

Eds.

William Baxter (fl. 1792–1832), botanical collector
E. Charles Nelson 

tippitiwitchet@phonecoop.coop

William Baxter was in Australia in the 1820s 
where he made notable collections of pressed 
plant specimens and seeds mainly in localities 
on the south coast between King George Sound 
(WA) and Kangaroo Island (SA) (see George 
2009: 286). He is commemorated in numerous 
Australian endemic taxa, including the monotypic 
genus Baxteria R.Br. ex Hook. (Dasypogonaceae) 
and, almost invariably with the epithet baxteri, 
in species of, for example, Acacia (although 
Bentham erred in coining bagsteri1), Banksia, 
Chrysocephalum, Grevillea, Hakea, Isopogon 
and Kunzea. Casuarina baxteriana Miq. and 
the anagrammatic Banksia biterax A.R.Mast & 
K.R.Thiele (formerly Dryandra baxteri R.Br.) 
also honour William Baxter, who usually signed 
his name as “WillBaxter”. 

Details are wanting for most of Baxter’s life. His 
place and date of birth are not known although 
he claimed to be 35 years old in 1827 (giving 
his year of birth around 1792), just as his place 
and date of death remain mysteries. La Comtesse 
1	 Herbarium specimens with printed labels on which 

“Bagster” was named as collector, detected (using the 
online herbarium database) in the herbarium of the 
Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, include Acacia bagsteri 
K000791347, Lechenaultia formosa K000215272, 
Paraserianthes lophantha K000759569, Petrophile 
teretifolia K000736565, Stylidium repens K000741760 
and S. squamosotuberosum K000060234 (on both 
these Stylidium specimens, Bagster deleted and 
Maclean added in manuscript). For an early correction 
of the erroneous name in Acacia, see Bosse (1849). A 
further note is in preparation.

de Vandes engaged him to work in her garden 
in Bayswater, west of London, but in exactly 
what capacity is unknown (for discussion of 
this garden, see Nelson 2018a2, 2018d). He was 
working there by the spring of 1818, according 
to Sabine (1822: 128) who described him as 
“gardener to the Comte [sic] de Vandes, at 
Bayswater”. Sweet (1828: tab. 56) also stated 
that “Mr. W. Baxter [was] formerly Gardener at 
the Comtesse de Vandes’ establishment …”. At 
that time, Baxter could have occupied any or, in 
sequence, every position from a trainee apprentice 
to a fully trained gardener. What is reasonably 
certain is that he had left this situation by 11 May 
1821 when he took passage on the Royal George3 
which arrived in Port Jackson on Wednesday, 7 
November 1821, to be greeted with a salute of 
19 guns because on board were Major-General 
Sir Thomas Brisbane, the in-coming Governor 
of New South Wales, and Lady Brisbane (Sydney 
gazette 10 November 1821, p. 1).

2	 A revised version of this with a bibliography is to be 
published (2018) by the Essex Gardens Trust.

3	 487 tons, Captain William Powditch, with “a Poop, 
and ... fitted up with most superior Accommodations 
for Passengers”. There were nine cabin passengers and 
14 steerage passengers (Sydney gazette 10 November 
1821, p. 3). Bound for New South Wales “with 
liberty to touch at Madeira, and at Rio de Janeiro” 
(Public ledger & daily advertiser 6 April 1821, p. 1; 
Bell’s weekly messenger 14 May 1821, p. 7; Lloyd’s list 
15 May 1821, p. 2), her departure was delayed until 
18 May (Sydney gazette & New South Wales advertiser 
[hereafter Sydney gazette] 8 September 1821, p. 2).
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such other Indulgences as your excellency 
may seem meet and Memorialist as in 
Duty bound will ever pray –

WillBaxter.
There is evidence that Baxter did receive 
a grant of land (see p. 27), and he also was 
assigned at least one convict tradesman – it is 
doubtful that he ever employed “Thirty men”. 
“Baxter, Wm. Sydney. Botanist” was named in 
a list of defaulters compiled a year later, on 30 
September 1824, because he had failed to pay 
for the services of a sawyer named William 
Berriman (“Willm Berryamin”12), who would 
either have been clearing trees on Baxter’s land 
or, perhaps, building a house.
Second visit to southern Australia, 1824
There were several men named William Baxter 
in New South Wales in the 1820s13, and he 
was also explicit on this (see p. 21); so making 
direct association between some newspaper 
announcements and the botanist is not always 
possible. However, a letter written to Robert 
Brown, dated “Sydney 5th July 1824”14, reported 
that Baxter had been back to the south coast:

I wrote you about twelve months ago, 
when I returned from King Georges 
Sound, which I hope you received with 
the specimens. Since that time I have been 
as far as Lucky Bay & even as far as the 
Sound in a Sealing vessel, but could not 
get into it owing to a gale of Wind  
comming [sic] when we were between 
Mount gardener & Bald head, I left the 
vessel at point Malcolm & walkd along 
the Coast to Thistles Cove with no on 
with me excepting a dog.
	 I have sent you some specimens 
along with this pr the Ship Midas15 Capt. 

12	Berriman was sentenced at Gloucester Assizes and 
transported on the Speke arriving at Sydney on 
18 May 1821. For Baxter’s inclusion in the list of 
defaulters, see State Records of New South Wales 
(Reel 6061, 4/1778 p.265b; Fiche 3293, 5/3821.1 p. 
1).

13	See, for example, State Records of New South Wales, 
Index to the Colonial Secretary’s Papers, 1788–1825 
(Web ref. 1).

14	BL Add. MSS 32440, f. 365.
15	Midas, belonging to one Joseph Underwood, had 

arrived in Port Jackson on Saturday, 31 May 1823, 
but did not sail for England for more than a year, 
leaving on 10 July 1824 laden with “oil, skins, and 
sundries” (Sydney gazette 15 July 1824, p. 2). A 
hurricane forced her back into port with damaged 

Thompson Commander which I hope 
you will receive safe, as there is one plant 
amongst them that I think you have not 
seen I found it in the neighboarhood of 
Thistles Cove the leaves are something like 
Dryandra armata please to examine the 
seeds of it & let me know what you call it, 
you will likewise see some of the old flowers 
amongst the leaves which is also very like 
Dryandra ...

Baxter’s trek from Point Malcolm, on the coast at 
Israelite Bay, to Thistle Cove, was a distance of 
not less than 200 km (and probably much more if 
he followed the coastline). Whereas sealers were 
relatively frequent visitors to this coast by this 
time, no European is recorded as having walked 
such a distance there until John Eyre passed the 
same way in 1841. 
This second visit to southwestern Australia is 
probably represented by collections of Hakea 
laurina and H. pandanicarpa (Brown 1830: 29)
and Grevillea “? pectinata” (Brown 1830: 23), as 
well as Banksia media (Brown 1830: 35): Brown 
(1830) recorded their origins as “inter Cape Arid 
et Lucky Bay, 1824”. It is not known which 
sealing trip Baxter attached himself to, nor when 
he left and returned to Sydney. He may have 
travelled in several different sealing vessels, one 
possibility being the brig Minerva whose master 
was Duncan Forbes (see p. 27).
A further gap of more than a year exists in 
information about Baxter’s activities. On 25 
September 1825, Baxter was in Sydney, for he 
wrote to William Jackson Hooker, then Professor 
of Botany at the University of Glasgow.16

Sir
   I have not the Honor of personally know-
ing you and should not now have obtruded 
myself to your notice only in consequence 
of Mr Frazier [sic] the Botanist to the Gov-
ernor of these Colonies having applied to 
me for specimens of various Banksia’s and 
Dryandra’s, stating they were for you, I sup-
plied him with a good Collection, in which 
were two specimens of undescribed Bank-
sia’s with a fruit attached to each, these I 

bulwarks (Sydney gazette 22 July 1824, p. 2), and she 
resumed her voyage, via Cape Horn, on 18 August 
after repair (Sydney gazette 19 August 1824, p. 2). 
Midas reached the Thames on 2 January 1825 (Sydney 
gazette 28 April 1825, p. 2).

16	RBG Kew: Directors’ Correspondence volume 72, 
Australian Letters 1825–1833, f. 1.
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inland as far north as the Stirling Range. His 
inland excursion – up to 50 miles was the 
estimated distance from King George Sound – 
is confirmed in the manuscript list of Baxter’s 
herbarium that Robert Brown produced in 
London after receiving the specimens on 23 
April 1830.28

Baxter must have started gathering seeds 
immediately, for Fraser indicated in his account 
of Baxter’s activities that “the first collection 
received from him was in April 1829” (Maiden 
1909: 9), which corresponds with the arrival 
at Sydney from King George Sound of the 
schooner Madeira Packet laden with 1,500 seal 
skins (Sydney gazette, 23 April 1829, p. 2; The 
Australian 24 April 1829, p. 3). By 21 May, 
further lots of seeds being “forwarded to the 
Botanic Garden at Sydney” were on board the 
Lucy Ann (see Maiden 1909: 8) which docked 
at Sydney on 10 June (Sydney gazette, 11 June 
1829, p. 2; The Australian 12 June 1829, p. 
3). Baxter himself chose not to return on the 
government barque, perhaps because it was 
already carrying almost one hundred people, and 
instead took the free passage he was offered for 
himself and his collections on the sealer Prince 
of Denmark, Master Duncan Forbes, who was 
an “acquaintance” (Maiden 1909: 8). Forbes has 
previously captained the brig Minerva (see p. 
20).
Meanwhile, in Baxter’s absence, the sale of four 
“capital road side” building allotments, situated 

28	NHM ms. B.74 (ix) (d): Moore and Beasley (1997: 
268). The following Banksia entries had additional 
information including localities; (note that some 
of these names evidently are unpublished). Robert 
Brown’s writing is often well nigh impossible to 
decipher.

	   [Banksia] Baxteri Arbor orgyalis ramosissima ramis 
patentibus Behind Mount Many peak & inland after 
passing the first [?] Farms about 30 miles from the 
Sound

	   [Banksia] Brownei Arbor orgyalis ramosa ramis [?] 
patentibus On the top of the hill at the entrance to 
Princess royal harbour on the right entering. On the 
hill called by the natives [O ... ?] a Sugar loaf hill 
near the top of the Sound & on the small [? heights] 
inland for about 30 miles. 

	   [Banksia] insignis 4.-5 pedalis on the top of the 
rugged mountains of Cape Flinders

	   [Banksia] aristata On the low land between the first 
& 2d range of mountains Frutex 4pedalis

	   [Banksia] Baueri Habitus [aristalia ?] on the banks 
of a stream about 50 miles inland

	   [Banksia] macrophylla After passing the first M... 
Farms about 40 miles from the sound.

about four miles out of Sydney “adjoining the 
lane to Petersham”, took place on 21 August 
1829. They were sold “by order of the Trustees 
of William Baxter, an Insolvent”. There can 
be no doubt this was William Baxter, for the 
allotments had been “selected by Mr. Baxter at 
great expense for the formation of a Botanical 
Garden” (The Australian 22 July 1829, p. 4). 
The allotments amounted to about 26 acres, and 
the sale realised £522 sterling (The Australian 4 
September 1829, p. 3). 
At that time, Baxter was on the Prince of 
Denmark, returning from King George Sound. 
The schooner had been engaged on a sealing 
expedition and had touched at the Sound (The 
Australian 9 September 1829, p. 3) after very 
severe weather had dismasted her and three of 
the crew were lost (The Hobart-town courier 29 
August 1829, p. 3). She arrived in the Sound on 
8 May and remained until the mast was repaired. 
After calling at George Town in Tasmania in late 
August, Prince of Denmark docked in Sydney 
on 6 September (Sydney gazette, 8 September 
1829, p. 2), and unloaded 930 seal skins and “18 
packages [of] plants and seeds” (Sydney general 
trade list 10 September 1829, p. 1): “Mr. Baxter, 
the Botanist, has recently returned from King 
George’s Sound, with a splendid collection 
of botanical varieties, moiety of which is the 
property of the Government” (Sydney gazette 24 
September 1829, p. 2).
Charles Fraser reported the incident that 
followed the off-loading of the botanical 
specimens from Prince of Denmark (quoted in 
Maiden 1909: 8–9).

On applying for the collection to be 
landed at the [Botanic] Garden, he  
[Baxter] made several evasive excuses, 
when I found it necessary to apply to the 
Government for an order from the  
Collector of Customs to prevent them 
being landed by him, in Sydney.
	 On the application being granted, 
an order was given to the Officer of the 
Customs (Mr. Oliver) to prevent the 
landing of them, Baxter having previously 
given particular orders that two sacks 
containing cones of Banksia should not be 
delivered to any person but himself. On 
Mr. Oliver going on board and making 
his business known, Baxter made use of 
the most abusive language, threatening to 
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ABRS report
Staff updates
Peri Bolton joined the ABRS in March 2018 on 
a short-term project assisting with establishing 
governance and workflow processes for 
managing content on the new digital Flora of 
Australia platform (FoA, Web ref. 1). Peri was 
previously an Endeavour Postdoctoral Fellow at 
East Carolina University, USA. Tony Orchard 
continues to provide volunteer associate editorial 
support for the FoA.
Flora of Australia 
The ABRS continues to update and add new 
information to the FoA, including the alignment 
of taxon concepts with the Australian Plant 
Census. Phillip Kodela is busy revising the FoA 
Acacia treatment, with assistance from Tony 
Orchard and edits provided by Bruce Maslin. 
This is a substantial task and is helping inform 
development of the platform and new Flora 
Contributor Guidelines. As well as nomenclatural 
revisions and the addition of taxa published since 
the release of the hardcopy FoA in 2001, we are 
taking the opportunity to update and incorporate 
information on distributions, conservation 
status, ecology and uses, as well as expanding 
bibliographies and making links to relevant web 
information resources.
The ABRS is grateful for new contributions from 
botanists including Todd McLay (Postdoctoral 
Fellow, CSIRO), who is enthusiastically working 
on Hibiscus, based on his own research and the 
previous work of Lyn Craven. Barry Conn is 
kindly reviewing and editing a draft Verbenaceae 
manuscript, previously submitted to the ABRS 
for publication in the FoA.
ABRS is encouraged by a number of botanists 
who have made contact in recent months, keen 
to be involved. One of the great strengths of the 
new FoA platform is its ability to be accessed 
via a web portal allowing authors, editors and 
peer reviewers direct access to descriptions and 
images. Updates can now be made, reviewed and 
published within a relatively short timeframe. 
Please email abrs@environment.gov.au to 
provide  the ABRS with any feedback about the 
FoA content and platform functionality, or if you 
would like to contribute any new taxon profiles, 
or update existing descriptions.

Bush Blitz
In March 2018, the Minister for the Environment 
and Energy, the Hon Josh Frydenberg MP, 
announced that his department and BHP would 
continue to support Bush Blitz for a further 5 
years. The scale of the program will be reduced 
with 15 expeditions coordinated over the five 
years. Bush Blitz will however see an increase in 
its education and community outreach component 
with an added emphasis on supporting land 
managers. 
The two shortlisted names for the Bush Blitz 
spider naming competition (Jumping Fortini and 
Ginger Meggs) are currently up for public vote 
via the Bush Blitz Instagram Page. Voting will 
close on 1 June. Go to the Bush Blitz Instagram 
site (Web ref. 2) to find out more and place your 
vote!1 

Grants
The 2018–19 National Taxonomy Research 
Grant Programme (NTRGP) Research Grants 
and Capacity-Building Grants rounds closed on 2 
November 2017. Sixteen flora and fauna projects 
were recommended by an independent expert 
panel and approved for funding. Projects will 
commence in July 2018. The 2019-20 round is 
likely to open to applicants in September 2018.
The NTRGP Student Travel Grants round closed 
on 23 April 2018. Fourteen student travel plans 
have been approved for grant funding. These 
grants provide financial support to postgraduate 
students studying at Australian institutions to 
travel to a national or international conference or 
workshop relevant to systematics or taxonomy. 
More information about the NTRGP is available 
on the ABRS website (Web ref. 3).

Web references
1: www.ausþora.org.au
2: www.instagram.com/bushblitz/
3: www.environment.gov.au/science/abrs/grants/

Zoe Knapp & Anthony Whalen
ABRS   

May 2018

1	 Voting has closed.  Jumping Fortini won the vote; 
the name honours Western Australian teacher and 
microbiologist Ellen Fortini.                            Eds.
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New books
Aboriginal biocultural knowledge in 
south-eastern Australia. Perspectives 
of early colonists
By Fred Cahir, Ian Clark, Philip 
Clarke
CSIRO Publishing; May 2018. 
ISBN: 9781486306114 (pbk), 360 pp, 
245 x 170 mm; $ 69.95AU   
ISBN: 9781486306121 (ePDF); ISBN: 
9781486306138 (ePUB) e.g. Kindle edn 
$53:26AU
https://www.publish.csiro.au/
book/7558/ 
Aboriginal Biocultural Knowledge in South-
eastern Australia is the first book to examine 
historical records from early colonists who 
interacted with south-eastern Australian 
Aboriginal communities and documented 
their understanding of the environment, 
natural resources such as water and plant 
and animal foods, medicine and other 
aspects of their material world. This book 
provides a compelling case for the impor-
tance of understanding Indigenous knowl-
edge, to inform discussions around climate 

change, biodiversity, resource management, 
health and education. It will be a valuable 
reference for natural resource management 
agencies, academics in Indigenous studies 
and anyone interested in Aboriginal culture 
and knowledge. [Publisher’s Blurb]

Recovering Australian threatened  
species. A book of hope
Edited by Stephen Garnett, Peter Latch, 
David Lindenmayer, John Woinarski
CSIRO Publishing. March 2018
ISBN: 9781486307418; Paperback 360 
pp.,| 245 x 170 mm; AU $59.95  
ISBN: 9781486307432 eBook e.g. 
Kindle edn $41:95 
https://www.publish.csiro.au/
book/7705/
Australia’s nature is exceptional, wonderful 
and important. But much has been lost, 
and the ongoing existence of many species 
now hangs by a thread. Against a relentless 
tide of threats to our biodiversity, many 
Australians, and government and  
non-government agencies, have devoted 

Web ref. 2: https://www.botany.one/2018/03/þying-
insects-plummet/

Life cycles disrupted by climate change
It doesn’t take much to disrupt an ecological 
cycle. Here are some that have been commented 
on recently in the American and British Press 
(Web ref. 1 & 2). 
Web references
1. https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/04/climate/

animals-seasons-mismatch.html
2. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/

apr/05/climate-change-threatens-rare-british-
orchid-that-tricks-bees-into-mating

Modelling and data analysis preferred over 
field work
An analysis of publications in the conservation 
literature from 1980 to 2014 indicates that 
fieldwork-based investigations have reduced 
significantly. Fieldwork-based publications have 
decreased by 20% while those based on modelling 
and data analysis have risen by 600% and 800% 
respectively. More highly cited conservation 
science journals have been found to publish a 

lower number of fieldwork based studies than 
lower ranked journals. A cause for concern?
Reference
Ríos-Saldaña, C.A., Delibes-Mateos, M. & Ferreira, 

C.C. (2018). Are fieldwork studies being relegated 
to second place in conservation science? Global 
Ecology and Conservation 14: e00389; https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.gecco.2018.e00389 

How to design an award-winning conference 
poster
Great advice on how you might design your 
poster for the next ASBS conference or anywhere 
else. 
Web ref. http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialscienc

es/2018/05/11/how-to-design-an-award-winning-
conference-poster/

… and combine it with an eye-catching 
abstract
Web ref. http://blogs.plos.org/blog/2018/06/07/

building-a-great-scientiýc-abstract-a-quick-
checklist/
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