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I. Introduction
A. Opening Remarks, or, How | Got Into This

Ladies and gentlemen — fellow bambouistes — it is an honor
indeed to address you this morning. For it allows me to
discharge a debt of gratitude not only to you of the Society,
without whose mentoring and encouragement | would not be
here, but also to that relative | never knew who left my family
a magnificent bamboo grove that we had no hand in planting.

Edward Avery Mcllhenny and my grandfather were first
cousins. (It was their grandfather, Judge Daniel Dudley Avery,
for whom Avery Island is named, who in 1868 first brought the
Island under a single ownership and was the patriarch of all
the Avery and Mcllhenny descendents who live there today).
The year | was born my mother and father took out a home-
site lease at Avery Island on acreage that included what we
now know to be the very first grove of bamboo that Uncle Ned
had planted so many years before. | grew up next to this grove
and knew it as a place of adventure and fantasy, but as small
boys will do | took it all for granted: didn’t everybody have
bamboo in their back yard? To be sure, it was huge stuff: my
father would go back into the grove to cut the occasional culm
for the making of a planter or a fireplace screen, or what he
was most proud of, the slip-covering of his barbed wire fences.
But the true significance of what we had escaped us. After
years of neglect, the grove had become a crisscrossed chaos of
living and dead culms all tangled together — nothing serene or
eye-catching.

It was years later, in the late 1980’s, that Marler Spence first
visited my mother and began to open our eyes to the treasure
behind our house. (And here | want to pay tribute to that
friend and tutor in bamboo and collaborator in research
without whom the full significance of all this would have
eluded me.) Working with Marler and the members of the
Louisiana-Gulf Coast Chapter who “adopted” our grove

and began coming with him on annual visits to restore and
rejuvenate it, | became increasingly curious as to the age of
the grove and the varieties of bamboo planted there and
elsewhere on Avery Island. It was the generous support and
encouragement of Ned Mcllhenny’s grandson Ned Simmons,
who graciously granted me access to his grandfather’s papers,
that enabled Marler and me to carry out the research necessary
to begin answering the questions my curiosity had raised. To
Ned Simmons, as to the rest of Uncle Ned’s descendents and
heirs, this Avery cousin is affectionately grateful.

B. Thesis: David Fairchild’s Assessment of E. A. Mcllhenny

In a letter he wrote to E.A. Mcllhenny in October of 1946,
plant explorer David Fairchild looked back over forty years to
his initial efforts working with Barbour Lathrop to introduce
bamboo for cultivation on an economically significant basis in
this country. In the context of these reflections he had this to
say to Mcllhenny:

You have been the great pioneer bamboo planter of
America and posterity will give you the honor that is
your due for the great work you have done, not only

for the Southern States but for the American people at
large.!

My purpose this morning is to shed light on E.A. Mcllhenny’s
pioneering work at Avery Island in the cultivation of bamboo
and to offer support for the assessment just cited.

My presentation will be an historical survey of the
correspondence between Mcllhenny and Fairchild and his
colleagues in the U. S. Department of Agriculture’s Office of
Foreign Seed and Plant Introduction, as found in the E. A.
Mcllhenny Papers in the Louisiana State University Libraries
Special Collections in Baton Rouge, and the E. A. Mcllhenny
Collection in the Avery Island Inc. and Mcllhenny Company
Archives at Avery Island.

C. A Brief Overview of Where We Are Going

I am going to begin by introducing the principal
correspondents and discussing briefly the particular nature of
their relationship.

Then I will trace the development of that relationship — and of
Ned Mcllhenny’s bamboos — over a period of nearly forty years
as documented in the correspondence, and discuss briefly what
has happened to his bamboos in the years since his death.

Finally, I will sum up the supporting evidence for Fairchild’s
assessment and offer suggestions for further research.

Il. Dramatis Personae

Before looking at the correspondence and related documents
let us meet the principal characters.

A. David Fairchild and the Office of Seed and Plant
Introduction

David Fairchild and his colleagues in the Office of Foreign Seed
and Plant Introduction were responsible for the introduction
and propagation of new plant species with economic potential
for this country. Given their training and experience they were
arguably among the best qualified to evaluate Mcllhenny’s
work with new plant species in general and bamboo in
particular. Thus, their correspondence with Mcllhenny and
their professional assessments take on a special significance for
us.

Fairchild himself, son-in-law of Alexander Graham Bell, friend
and protégé of Barbour Lathrop, and founder and first director
of what was to become the Office of S.P.I., accomplished the
introduction into the United States of literally thousands

of new plant species. His scientific and administrative
achievements, his world-wide voyages of plant exploration,
and, more specifically for us, his pioneering introductions into
this country of new species of bamboo are all well known and
documented, and need no further elaboration here.?

Beverly Galloway and Robert Young are the other two

key individuals in S.P.l. who were in correspondence with
Mcllhenny. Galloway, formerly Director of the Bureau of Plant
Industry and Fairchild’s immediate superior at the U.S.D.A.,
served briefly as Assistant Secretary of Agriculture and then
left the Department to take a university position, returning
two years later to work as a Senior Plant Pathologist with an
ongoing involvement in new plant introductions. During the
1920’s, when Fairchild was away on his worldwide voyages
of plant exploration, Galloway took his place as Mcllhenny’s
principal correspondent at S.P.I.3
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Robert Young appears in the correspondence as an Associate
Horticulturist working variously from Gainesville, Savannah,
and Washington, D.C. Known best, perhaps, as the namesake
of a beautiful and beloved variety of Phyllostachys viridis,
this highly respected researcher authored numerous works
on bamboos including a frequently cited series of articles
published in The National Horticultural Magazine in the
1940's.*

Other well-known bamboo names that appear in the
correspondence include Peter and David Bisset and

Floyd McClure. Save for McClure all those mentioned are
documented as having visited Mcllhenny at Avery Island.

B. The Relationship Between Explorer and Grower

“Plant introduction,” David Fairchild wrote, “has two distinct
phases. First, the securing of plant material in foreign countries
and landing it alive in America; and second, the dissemination
and establishment of the plants in the fields, gardens,
dooryards, and parks of this country. The first phase is a
comparatively simple one, but the discovery of where and how
to grow these plants, and how to utilize them, requires years of

patient investigation™

Barbour Lathrop, David Fairchild, Frank Meyer, and Floyd
McClure are representative of the first of these phases of plant
introduction. E.A. Mcllhenny and his experiments at Avery
Island represent the second and complementary phase. Neither
phase, it may be argued, can be fully understood or appreciated
apart from the other.

Frank Linton, of the University of Georgia’s Bamboo Farm and
Coastal Gardens at Savannah, GA, has researched extensively
the history of the early bamboo introductions. He has observed
that Fairchild, while traveling the country in search of the

right environments for growing and propagating new plant
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findings in various ornithological journals. According to noted
ornithologist George Lowery, however, “one of his greatest
contributions to ornithology was...his laborious and long-
continuing bird-banding operations that culminated in the
banding during his lifetime of the phenomenal number of
189,298 birds."®

Mcllhenny’s competence as an amateur naturalist was
internationally recognized and his findings confirmed by
professionals repeatedly. His 1914 book The Wild Turkey and
Its Hunting remains a standard reference. His Alligator’s Life
History, originally published in 1935, was more than forty
years later acknowledged by one zoologist to be “the best
existing account of the natural history of one of the world’s
most versatile reptiles,” adding that “in recent years, growing
numbers of alligator specialists have realized that the work
was a tour de force..” His skills in bamboo taxonomy were
similarly confirmed by no less than Floyd McClure.°

Mcllhenny established Jungle Gardens initially as a private
experimental garden and working nursery, to which

he eventually added a branch office in Houston. Major
landscaping projects, for which he provided plantings, include
the grounds of the Louisiana State Capitol in Baton Rouge;

the Louisiana State University’s main campus; the Bayou Bend
estate in Houston; and City Park in New Orleans. It was in 1935
that he first opened his gardens to the public.

Internationally recognized for his work with camellias, azaleas,
and irises, Mcllhenny published in 1945 an English translation
of the text of Alexandre Verschaffelt’s thirteen-volume Nouveau
Iconographie des Camélias. His extensive collection of rare
books on ornithology, botany, and horticulture now constitutes
the core of the present Mcllhenny Natural History Collection
at Louisiana State University.*!

In addition to all this, of course, Mcllhenny served for over fifty
years as President of Mcllhenny Company, manufacturers of
Tabasco.'?

I11.The Correspondence

How then, did Mcllhenny first come to be involved with
bamboo? The details of his first exposure to the plant are
sketchy; however, what is a matter of record is that in January
1909 he wrote an inquiry to the U.S.D.A’s Bureau of Plant
Industry that was turned over to David Fairchild, culminating
in a carload of bamboo plantings being shipped to him the
following year. These were set out in April 1910, and as of July
1, Mcllhenny was under formal contract with the U.S.D.A. for
the growing of bamboos. The discovery of a signed Notice of
Renewal of Mcllhenny’s original 1910 contract, which precisely
locates the contracted plot, has enabled us to correctly identify
and date this oldest of his bamboo groves.*?

The earliest letter to David Fairchild in Mcllhenny’s papers
is dated three years later, June 24, 1913. Already Mcllhenny’s
efforts with the new plants were showing results:

I was very gratified to have with me last Monday Mr.
Peter Bisset of your department, and was gratified to
have him say that he found the Bamboo experiment
here in better shape and further advanced than any
other experiment the Department has in the United
States.™

By February 1915 Mcllhenny was propagating Moso plantings
for Fairchild and SPI. Charles Deering, who owned a large

estate in Miami, had sent a Mr. Mosier, his horticulturist, to
collect Moso plantings at Avery Island on arrangements set up
by Fairchild. Mcllhenny wrote to Fairchild:
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The following 1929 letter to Galloway accompanied one of the
most historically important documents relating to bamboo in
Mcllhenny’s papers:

I enclose for your files a list of the bamboos now
growing at Avery Island. [The list, dated April 15, 1929,
totals 64 varieties, with plant identification numbers
and dates and places of acquisition. See Page 11.]

All of these are planted in the field, and as they are
all now living, I think they will show what they can
do in another year. Some of them already show very
interesting characteristics, and others show that
they are not worth much here, and never will be,
commercially. A number of the varieties which your
department has sent me, from time to time, are too
tender for this climate, and some few have died from
being too weak when received to survive.

Perhaps from time to time you can assist me in
rounding out my collection of hardy Bamboos, and
as | am giving each variety a plot to itself, with
careful cultivation, in time, we will have a very fine
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bamboos that had failed everywhere else, as, most notably,
with Phyllostachys henryi, or dulcis. Robert Young, for example,
lists five bamboo introductions for which Mcllhenny produced
the sole surviving propagations: P. dulcis (McClure), P. congesta
(Rendle), P. vivax (McClure), the 1908 Henon introduction,
and the 1909 Moso introduction. When other centers such

as Brooksville failed, it was Mcllhenny who provided the
plantings of these varieties that enabled the remaining centers
such as Savannah to begin to rebuild their stocks.**

B. Areas for Further Research

What can we learn today from Ned Mcllhenny’s bamboos?
I would suggest three areas of historical interest for further
research:

1. Inventorying and accurately mapping the bamboos
currently growing on Avery Island. This would include in
particular returning during spring sprouting season and
systematically collecting and identifying the multiple
varieties found in the big groves next to the pepper field
road.

2..... Tracing in detail the propagation of specific bamboos
from Avery Island to the other key bamboo centers such
as Savannah, as documented by existing correspondence
and the Pl numbers on E.A.’s inventory lists.

3......Chronicling E.A. Mcllhenny’s research into bamboo as
a source of paper pulp. Gil Lovell and Mike Hotchkiss
in their recent article® described the bamboo pulping
experiments carried on at the Savannah Station in the
1940’s, ‘50’s and ‘60’s. However, there are existing records
dating as early as 1920 of E.A.’s research into bamboo
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List of Gro <’i?lg Bamboo on Aver Island, Louisiana as of April 15, 1929.

Date & Year From Whom Q{ﬂantit Identification Name?

Received Received Number[s]®
1920 i, Miami, Fla. ......ccoceeveinens 129 .......... SPI1 24759 .....covveeee. Moso bamboo
.............................................................................................. 63 .......... SPI 24760 ...................... Hachike
............................................................................................ 162 .......... SP1 24761....................... Madake
.............................................................................................. 1.......SPI 23243 ......................Phyllostachys henryi
41627 oo Bell, Md. ......c.coeoveeiices 25 ., SPI 55713, Phyllostachys nevinii
.............................................................................................. 25........ SP1 23234 ......................Phyllostachys sp.
O KEW, ENQ..oovvieiiiiiiiiiiciee 8 s SPI 75161......cccvvvvveeene Sasa auricoma

11
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