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Abstract

although cycads do not appear to have been a priority 
for David Fairchild’s plant introduction activities, he 
did document photographically and in writing several 
magnificent specimens encountered during his travels, 
some of which have a fascinating history. Our historical 
research at the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical 
Botanic Garden yielded a total of 29 cycad photos taken 
at this garden, at his home in Miami (the Kampong 
in Coconut Grove), at Colonel Robert Montgomery’s 
garden (now Montgomery Botanical Center) and during 
the Lathrop Expedition (1898–1903), the allison armour 
Expedition (1925–1927) and the Cheng Ho Expedition 
(1939–1940; Fig. 1). Cycad pictures from these three 
expeditions included photographs taken at botanic 
gardens, gardens of scientific institutions, nurseries and in 
the wild. all of these photos with the exception of three 
are dated. all but three of them were taken by David 
Fairchild, the rest by members of his expeditions. to 
our surprise we found that most of the cultivated plants 
that were photographed decades ago in overseas gardens 
remain alive today. Fairchild, in three of his books, also 
documented photos and brief accounts of cycads that 
he encountered in the wild or cultivated in gardens in 
italy, indonesia and the united States (Miami, Florida). 
We found that from 1898 through 1935, the time period 
when Fairchild was officially affiliated with the united 
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Introduction

Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden (FtBG; 
Coral Gables, Miami), named for David 
Fairchild (1869–1954), was the first botanical 
garden established in Miami celebrating the 
legacy and achievements of one of the most 
renowned plant collectors of the nation. it was 
founded in 1938 by a group of distinguished 
citizens under the leadership of Colonel Robert 
H. Montgomery (1872–1953), who became its 
first director (Zuckerman 1988, p. 19, 1997, 
pp. 15–19) until his death. Later in 1959 his 
widow Eleanor “nell” Montgomery Jennings 
(1905–1990) established the Montgomery 
Foundation, a non-profit organization in Coral 
Gables that aimed to honor the unparalleled 
contributions made by Robert Montgomery 
to tropical botany by creating a living plant 
collection parallel to FtBG to support research 
and conservation of palms and cycads. this 
institution, located on the original site where 
nell and Robert Montgomery had their home 
and estate one mile south of FtBG, was the 
largest property (48.5 ha) devoted to tropical 
plants in South Florida (Zuckerman 1997, 
pp. 54–56). it was later renamed Montgomery 
Botanical Center (MBC) to further highlight 
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its core mission in plant exploration and the 
rigorous stewardship of living collections for 
research and educational purposes.

Since their establishment, these two gardens 
have developed extensive collections of cycads, 
long-lived gymnosperms that superficially 
resemble palms but are actually among the 
most primitive living seed plants (Brenner et 
al. 2003) with an ancient evolutionary history 
dating back at least 270–280 million years 
(Gao and thomas 1989). this shared focus 
on cycads was surely influenced by Colonel 
Montgomery, who assembled an impressive 
cycad collection at his estate, then known as 
the Coconut Grove Palmetum. it was then that 
he had a vision of creating a botanic garden 
in Miami that not only provided a unique 
location in the continental united States to 
grow tropical plants but also would honor the 
achievements of David Fairchild, one of the 
pioneers of plant genetic resource initiatives 

in america. as director and founder of the 
first germplasm federal unit of the nation 
(uSDa Section of Foreign Seed and Plant 
introduction, created in 1898), Fairchild was 
above all a plant explorer. By the 1930s he 
already had received international recognition 
for his accomplishments in bringing thousands 
of germplasm collections to the united States 
and for his vision in organizing international 
plant collecting expeditions that reached all 
continents. Fairchild was a pivotal figure in 
the introduction of new plants of agricultural 
and horticultural interest into the united 
States. the career of Fairchild can be divided 
into four main per iods: (1) 1896–1903: 
Establishing the uSDa Section of Foreign 
Seed and Plant introduction and performing 
plant collection expeditions sponsored by 
Barbour Lathrop; (2) 1904–1924: Solidifying 
the uSDa germplasm introduction program; 
(3) 1925–1933: Conducting expeditions on the 

Figure 1. Map of localities where Fairchild or his travelling companions recorded cycads.
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research vessel Utowana sponsored by allison 
armour; and (4) 1934–1954: Concluding his 
work at the uSDa and starting an association 
with Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.

in previous studies we have shown that 
during his endeavors Fairchild targeted a wide 
array of plants including those used for food 
and others with gardening and ornamental 
value (e.g., Camas et al. 2020; Francisco-
Ortega et al. 2020). Clearly, cycads have 
played a central role in the history of these 
two neighboring botanic gardens, both of 
which are world-renowned for their extensive 
holdings of this highly threatened plant group. 
as David Fairchild was a key figure in the 
botanical history of South Florida and had a 
solid friendship with Colonel Montgomery, 
in this contribution we sought to explore 
the extent to which David Fairchild may 
have influenced the development of these 
collections or the popularization of these plants 
in ornamental horticulture in the united States 
through his endeavors as a plant collector 
and coordinator of the uSDa program for 
germplasm introduction. Our research was 
based on the study of: (1) published works by 
David Fairchild; (2) plant inventory books 
providing information on plant material 
introduced by the uSDa. this publication is 
currently titled Plant Inventory, United States 
Department of Agriculture but was known by 
other titles prior to 1937 (available at: https://
www.ars.usda.gov/northeast-area/beltsville-
md-barc/beltsvil le-agricultural-research-
center/nat iona l-germpla sm-resources-
laboratory/docs/plant-inventory-books/); 
and (3) photographs (see inventory pertinent 
to David Fairchild and his encounters with 
cycads in tab. 1) and documents of David 
Fairchild, which are housed in the archive 
and Library of FtBG.

a map summarizing the locations where 
our research shows Fairchild encountered 
cycads is presented in Figure 1.

Lathrop Expeditions (1896–1903): Early 
worldwide germplasm collections for 
USDA and cycad records from South 
Africa and Japan

Barbour Lathrop (1847–1927), a wealthy 
businessman from Virginia was one of the most 
important and influential figures in Fairchild’s 
career in plant genetic resources (Harris 2015, 
pp. 15–68). in 1893 they met on the steamship 
Fulda, a passenger vessel cruising from north 
america to the Mediterranean (Fairchild 1938, 
pp. 30–37). Lathrop was not a botanist, but he 
strongly believed in the importance of plant 
introductions to diversify the arrays of foods 
available in america and expand agricultural 
crops that could be raised in South Florida 
(Douglas 1973, pp. 12–13). this initial meeting 
on board the Fulda eventually resulted in a 
solid friendship that led them to embark on 
four major plant collecting trips together. 
these germplasm enterprises were extensively 
described in Fairchild’s (1938, pp.  82–103, 
119–166, 210–225, 248–262, 267–285) 
autobiography. these expeditions took place 
between 1896 and 1903 and reached africa, 
asia, Europe, the Caribbean islands and 
South and Central america. at the archive 
and Library of FtBG there is a 56-page, 
unpublished document that has details of the 
sites that were explored and the material that 
was obtained in the last three trips (between 
1888–1903). Over 482 plant accessions were 
col lected during these three germplasm 
collection enterprises, and surprisingly none 
of them was for a single cycad species.

However, a study of Fairchild’s photographic 
record yielded two interesting images that 
were made during these expeditions. the 
earliest cycad photograph located was taken 
in Japan in December 1901, and it shows 
specimens of Cycas revoluta thunb. growing 
in pots at the Yokohama nursery Company 
in Yokohama (Fig. 2). this species, currently 
restricted to the Ryukyu islands in Japan 
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table 1. Photographs accessioned in the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden 
taken by David Fairchild or members of his expeditions that are pertinent to cycads

Photo description Date Photo number /  
Figure number

Helene Muller Pancoast (one of David Fairchild’s 
grandchildren) in cycad collection at the Kampong

11 May 1941 00740 / —

Helene Muller Pancoast (one of David Fairchild’s 
grandchildren) in cycad collection at the Kampong

11 May 1941 00741 / —

Helene Muller Pancoast (one of David Fairchild’s grandchildren) 
and her mother in cycad collection at the Kampong

11 May 1941 00743 / Fig. 11

Cycas rumphii Miq. on the little island of Mandioli, Batjan, 
Moluccas, indonesia. Photo by Edward Beckwith

26 May 1940 011391 / —

Cycas rumphii Miq. on the little island of Mandioli, Batjan, 
Moluccas, indonesia. Photo by Edward Beckwith

26 May 1940 01205 / —

Cycas revoluta thunb. and other plant species growing in 
L’Orto Botanico dell’università di Palermo, Sicily, italy

unknown 01859 / —

Karl Dahlberg, garden superintendent of Fairchild tropical 
Botanic Garden, standing near the newly planted Cycad 
Circle of this garden, including Cycas revoluta

14 May 1938 01875-b / Fig. 13, top

Cycas wadei Merr., Bureau of Science Building, Manila, 
Philippines

1940 022271, 038221 / Fig. 9

unknown person with Cycas revoluta thunb., likely at 
Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden

May 1941 024802 / —

Mrs. anne archbold beside a great specimen of Cycas 
edentata de Laub. on the strand at El templo island, 
Philippines

1940 035031 / Fig. 8

Cycas rumphii Miq. on tiny island in Straits of Lembeh, 
Sulawesi, indonesia

10 January 1940 036391 / —

Cycas rumphii Miq. on islet of Batjan, Moluccas, indonesia 23 May 1940 037101 / —

Cycas wadei Merr. growing in Manila, Philippines 1940 038231 / —

Cycas wadei Merr. growing in Manila, Philippines 1940 038241 / —

Cycas wadei Merr. growing in Manila, Philippines 1940 038251 / —

Close up of Cycas wadei Merr. in Manila, Philippines 1940 038261 / —

Cycas aff. rumphii Miq., Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden ca.1941 04736 / —

General view across the Cycad Circle, Fairchild tropical 
Botanic Garden

7 May 1941 04737 / Fig. 13, bottom

Dr. Louis Charles trabut standing beside large Encephalartos 
longifolius ( Jacq.) Lehm. under a specimen of Howea 
forsteriana (F.Muell.) Becc. in Jardin D’Essai du Hamma, 
algeria

February 1925 050273 / Fig. 4

immense Encephalartos laurentianus De Wild. in Jardín de 
aclimatación de La Orotava, Canary islands, Spain. 
Photo by Graham Fairchild

July 1925 055863 / Fig. 5, left

Right to left: Prof. Otto Penzig, his daughter, and David 
Fairchild on tile floor of the istituto di Botanica di 
Genoa, italy

3 november 1925 057153 /
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Photo description Date Photo number /  
Figure number

Cycas revoluta thunb. growing in sphagnum moss on tile 
floor of terrace of the istituto di Botanica di Genoa, italy

9 november 1925 057223,4 / Fig. 6

Cycas rumphii Miq. on tiny island in Straits of Lembeh, 
Sulawesi, indonesia

February 1940 092791 / —

Cycas rumphii Miq. on tiny island in Straits of Lembeh, 
Sulawesi, indonesia

February 1940 092801 / Fig. 7

Zamia integrifolia L.f. at Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden 11 May 1941 09318, 09412

Colonel Robert H. Montgomery gazes at a Cycas revoluta 
thunb. at Montgomery Botanical Center

unknown 108405 / —

General view across the Cycad Circle, Fairchild tropical 
Botanic Garden

8 May 1941 10894 / —

Pots of Cycas revoluta thunb. at Yokohama nursery 
Company, Japan

november–December 
1901

114256 / Fig. 2

Medley Wood, curator of Durban Botanic Garden, posing 
with Encephalartos longifolius, ( Jacq.) Lehm., Durban 
Botanic Garden, Durban, South africa

January–February 1903 115696 / Fig. 3

Cycas revoluta thunb. with Strelitzia nicolai Regel & Körn. at 
L’Orto Botanico dell’università di Palermo, Sicily, italy

unknown 11947 / Fig. 10, top

1Photo taken during the Cheng Ho Expedition (1939–1940) to indonesia and the Philippines.
2We are not certain if this photo was taken by David Fairchild.
3Photo taken during the allison armour Expedition (1925–1927) to the Old World.
4Photo was reproduced in Fairchild (1930a, p. 262).
5Photo was reproduced in Fairchild (1947, p. 168).
6Photo taken during the Lathrop Expedition (1898–1903) to the Old and new World.

(Kyoda and Setoguchi 2010), is the most widely 
cultivated species of cycad in the world and, 
as evidenced by this photograph, was already 
vigorously commercialized by nurseries at the 
beginning of the 20th century.

the second relevant photo was taken in 
February 1903 when Fairchild visited Durban 
Botanic Gardens (then natal Botanic Gardens) 
in the city of Durban, KwaZulu-natal, South 
africa. Established in 1849, Durban Botanic 
Garden is africa’s oldest surviving botanic 
garden (Glen and Higginson-Keath 2014). 
at the time of Fairchild’s visit, the garden 
was slightly over half a century old and had 
several well-established, large specimens of 
the african cycad genus Encephalartos Lehm. 
in cultivation. Fairchild photographed a large 
individual of the South african endemic 
E.  longifolius ( Jacq.) Lehm., which had two 

to three feet of trunk (Fig. 3). Photographed 
next to the cycad was none other than John 
Medley Wood (1827–1915), curator of this 
garden (1882–1913) and widely considered the 
“Father of natal” botany (Strey 1977). the 
magnificent plant photographed by Fairchild 
is alive today with a stem about eight feet tall. 
Encephalartos woodii Sander ex J.M.Wood, a 
species that is now extinct in the wild, was 
dedicated to this distinguished South african 
botanist who first reported the species. Only 
a single male plant of this species was ever 
located in the wild. as cycads are dioecious, 
both male and female plants are required to 
produce seeds. therefore, all existing plants 
of this species in cultivation are clones of 
this plant that slowly have been propagated 
vegetatively by the removal and establishment 
of of fsets. Consequently, this species is 
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Figure 2. Left, Cycas revoluta plants for sale at Yokohama nursery Company in Yokohama, Japan. Courtesy of the 
archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.

Figure 3. Above, Encephalartos longifolius at Durban Botanic Gardens in South africa, with Medley Wood, known as 
the father of natal botany. Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.

regarded as a paradigm for cycad conservation 
(Osborne 1986).

During these early stages of the uSDa 
Section of Foreign Seed and Plant introduction 
only six cycad collections were received 
(tab. 2). Four of them belonged to the Old 

World genus Cycas L. and were sent from 
France between 1898 and 1901 (Cook 1899, 
pp.  8–9; Smith 1900, p. 52; Pieters 1905, 
p.  149). three of these accessions were 
collected by uSDa plant explorer Walter 
t. Swingle (1871–1952), whilst the fourth 
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one was a gift from a private company. a 
sample of the monotypic South african genus 
Stangeria t.Moore sent from England (London 
through William Bull) in 1900 was the fifth 
cycad that reached the uSDa germplasm 
program during this period (Pieters 1905, 
p. 138). the sixth cycad collection that was 
received by this federal agency came from 
Miami (through Prof. P. H. Rolfs, uSDa 
Subtropical Laboratory) in 1902, and it was 
for the native Zamia floridana a.DC., with the 
current accepted name being Z. integrifolia L.f. 
(Pieters 1905, p. 204).

Solidifying the USDA germplasm 
introduction program (1904–1924): 
Cycad collections

Fairchild settled in Washington, DC, after 
the last of Lathrop’s expeditions, and between 
1904 and 1924 his plant hunting trips were 
reduced significantly as he mostly coordinated 
other expeditions and the processing of many 
of the germplasm accessions that were shipped 
to the united States during this time. in 1904 
he explored California; in 1907 and 1909 
he travelled to Europe; and in 1915 he went 
to Canada (Fairchild 1915; Lawrence 1964, 
pp.  84–85). Furthermore, he visited South 
Florida often. During this period, his only 
trip to the tropics took place in 1921 when he 
and his son, the famous tropical entomologist 
Graham Bell Fairchild (1906–1994), explored 
Panama. at this time David Fairchild was 
involved in the establishment of the Barro 
Colorado island Laboratory and the Summit 
Gardens, both in the Canal Zone (Fairchild 
1921, 1922a, 1924a). With 17 species of 
Zamia L., Panama is one of the main centers 
of diversity for the genus. it hosts the greatest 
concentration of species richness per unit 
area, including Z.  pseudoparasitica J.Yates, 
the only epiphytic member of the Cycadales 
(Dressler 1975). However, in none of Fairchild’s 

accounts for this country is there any reference 
to this genus. Even so, the Costa Rican and 
Panamanian species Z. fairchildiana L.D.Gómez 
was named in honor of David Fairchild (Luis 
Diego Gómez, pers. comm., Dec. 2004). 
although no Zamia species are found within 
Barro Colorado (Croat 1978), the species 
Z.  stevensonii a.S.taylor & Holzman occurs 
in the Panama Canal Zone; however, there 
is no record of this species being encountered 
or collected by Fairchild during his visit to 
Panama.

During the 1904–1924 period the uSDa 
Section of Foreign Seed and Plant introduction 
only received four cycad collections (tab. 2). 
two of them were for the australian genera 
Bowenia Hook. (th is col lect ion had an 
unknown provenance and was presented 
by government botanist C. t. White) and 
Macrozamia Miq. (Fairchild 1922b, p. 9, 
1924b, p. 10), and they reached the uSDa in 
1922 and 1918, respectively. the Macrozamia 
sample was collected at the Botanic Garden of 
adelaide, and apparently it was the only one 
that was sourced from a botanical institution 
during this period. there was one accession 
of Cycas that was sent from Honolulu in 1921 
(Fairchild 1923, p. 22; this collection had an 
unknown provenance but was presented by 
Harold L. Lyon, who was a botanist from the 
Experiment Station of the Hawaiian Sugar 
Planters’ association). the fourth collection 
was of the Mexican genus Ceratozamia 
Brongn., and it was received from Veracruz in 
1923 (McKee 1926, p. 16, this collection had 
an unknown provenance but was presented 
by C. a. Purpus).

USDA Allison V. Armour Expeditions 
(1925–1933) in the Old World: The 
Canaries, Italy, and Algeria Gardens

From 1925 to 1933 Fairchild undertook 
extensive fieldwork on board the research 
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vessel Utowana. these expeditions were 
funded by wealthy Chicago businessman 
allison V. armour (1863–1941), who was also 
the owner of this yacht. During these nine 
years uSDa participants visited the Canary 
islands, Portugal, tropical West africa, 
indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, 
the Western Mediterranean, the Caribbean 
islands, Central america, Mexico and the 
Guianas. it is worth mentioning that the asian 
portion of these voyages was undertaken on 
commercial passenger boats as during that 
time the Utowana needed engine repairs. 
Based on these expeditions Fairchild wrote 
four works. three of them covered the Old 
World enterprises (Fairchild 1928, 1930a, 
1930b) whilst the fourth one concerned the 
trip made to the Caribbean islands and the 
Guianas (Fairchild 1934).

During the Utowana expeditions Fairchild 
did not collect any germplasm of cycads; 
however, he encountered and photographed 
several interesting individuals in some of the 
botanic gardens that he visited. in February 
1925 Fairchild stayed in the Jardin D’Essai 
du Hamma in algiers, algeria. this garden 
is the oldest botanic garden of the country, 
and it was founded in 1832 (Ghanem and 
Sofiane 2014). there Fairchild photographed 
(Fig. 4) a large specimen of the South african 
endemic Encephalartos longifolius next to Louis 
C. trabut (1853–1929), a French botanist who 
worked extensively on the flora of algeria 
and tunisia (Maire 1929). this magnificent 
specimen survives at this garden today. that 
same year Fairchild visited the Jardín de 
aclimatación de La Orotava in the town of 
Puerto de La Cruz on the island of tenerife, 
Canary islands. Officially established in 1791 
(Cioranescu 2010, pp. 150–151), this is the 
second oldest botanic garden of Spain and the 
oldest of the atlantic islands. there Fairchild’s 
son, Graham, took one photo of a specimen 
of E. laurentianus De Wild. (Fig. 5, left), the 

largest species in the genus, which in the wild 
is restricted to angola and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. this plant still grows at 
the garden and is now quite massive with over 
four meters of trunk (Fig. 5, right).

On 9 november 1925, while in italy, 
Fairchi ld visited the instituto Botanico 
di Genova (also known as Orto Botanico 
dell’universitá di Genova), where he took two 
photographs of an individual of Cycas revoluta 
(Fig. 6) that had been growing for 30 years 
directly on sphagnum moss without any soil. 
this botanic garden was established in 1802 
(Peccenini 2008), and there Fairchild met with 
albert Julius Otto Penzig (1856–1929). One 
of the two pictures that we found shows this 
German mycologist and professor of botany at 
the university of Genoa (Mariotti 2017), his 
daughter and Fairchild sitting under the shade 
of this specimen (Photo 05715). the other 
photo (Fig. 6) was published in Fairchild’s 
book Exploring for Plants (1930a, p. 262). this 
C. revoluta plant survives today, although it 
was transplanted to another site in this italian 
garden in 2006.

During the 1925–1933 period the uSDa 
germplasm repositories received a total of 13 
accessions of cycads with representatives from 
four genera, Cycas, Dioon Lindl., Encephalartos 
and Zamia (tab. 2). nine of these collections 
came from botanic gardens or agricultural 
research stations. Only one sample of Dioon 
reached the uSDa, and it was shipped from 
Veracruz, Mexico. the three accessions 
of Cycas came from asia (india, Japan and 
thailand). three collections of Encephalartos 
were also sent, and they came from botanic 
gardens located in italy or in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo. the majority of the 
samples (six) belonged to the new World 
genus Zamia, and the vast majority of them 
(five) were shipped from Cuba or Puerto Rico, 
whilst only one accession of this genus was sent 
from Colombia.
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Figure 4. Encephalartos longifolius at Jardin d’Essai du Hamma, with Dr. L. trabut, French botanist who worked extensively on 
the flora of algeria and tunisia. Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.

Cheng Ho Expedition (1939–1940): 
Indonesia and the Philippines

in 1935, two years after his last Utowana 
expedition, Fairchild retired from the uSDa 
(Harris 2015, p. 247). three years after his 
retirement, in 1938, he joined FtBG as its 
most distinguished botanist and plant collector. 

During his tenure in this garden David 
Fairchild made four plant hunting expeditions 
targeting Colombia, Guatemala, indonesia, 
Panama, Philippines and Venezuela. these 
endeavors took place between 1939 and 1949 
(Korber et al. 2016, p. 172).

Relevant to this contribution was the trip 
that he made to asia between november 1939 
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(four pictures from Batjan and Mandioli islands 
were located) and Sulawesi (three photos from 
an islet on Strait of Lembeh, Fig. 7). two of 
these photographs were taken by expedition 
member Edward Beckwith. On Mandioli 
island he made two collections of C. rumphii 
(under Fairchild’s collection numbers 360 
and 361) and sent one of them to the uSDa 
(Fairchild’s number 360 that received uSDa 
accession number Pi-139357) and to Colonel 
Montgomery. unfortunately, these plants 
do not survive to this date. according to 
the records of the Horticulture Department 
of FtBG, none of these collections made 
it to the living collections of this garden. 
However, we are certain that the same 
collection that was shipped to uSDa also 
reached Colonel Montgomery’s garden (today 

Figure 5. Left, Encephalartos laurentianus at Jardín de aclimatación de La Orotava in tenerife, Spain, photograph 
taken by David Fairchild’s son (Graham Fairchild) in 1925, Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild 
tropical Botanic Garden, and, right, photograph taken by alfredo Reyes in January 2020.

and august 1940 because this was the only one 
in which cycads were collected and reported 
during his association with FtBG. the voyage 
was undertaken on a custom-built research 
junk named the Cheng Ho. this expedition 
was financed by anne archbold (1873–1968), 
daughter of a co-founder of Standard Oil, 
and was the first official plant exploration 
expedition organized by this botanic garden 
(Degener 1943; Zuckerman 1988, pp. 55–57). 
this expedition was documented extensively 
by Fairchild (1943) in one of the last books he 
published.

twelve photos of cycads were taken during 
this voyage. Fairchild encountered wild 
populations of the indonesian-new Guinea 
endemic Cycas rumphii Miq. growing on three 
different indonesian islands of the Moluccas 
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MBC) and was listed under number RM-225 
7. unfortunately, it seems that this individual 
was dead by the time MBC’s plant records 
were digitized in 1994. the expedition team 
also encountered a population of C. edentata 

de Laub. growing on El templo island (now 
known as ambulong island) in the Philippines. 
Fairchild photographed a great specimen of 
this species next to anne archbold (Fig. 8). 
On the same trip he also took five photographs 

Figure 6. Left, Cycas revoluta growing directly on sphagnum moss at the istituto di Botanica di Genoa, italy. 
Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden. 

Figure 7. Above, Population of Cycas rumphii growing on an islet on Strait of Lembeh, Sulawesi. Courtesy of the 
archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.
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of several specimens of C. wadei Merr. planted 
around the Bureau of Science in Manila 
(Philippines) and other unidentified places 
of this city (Fig. 9). the species, endemic 
to Culion island in the Philippines, was 
described by the famous american botanist 
Elmer D. Merrill (1876–1956), who joined 
the Bureau of Science as botanist first in 1906 

and later as its director between 1919 and 
1923 (Robbins 1958). the building complex 
where the Bureau of Science was located, 
now part of the university of the Philippines, 
was severely bombed during World War ii 
(anonymous 1945), but apparently the plants 
survived in the area until the 1980s after which 
they disappeared when the grounds were 

Figure 8. anne archbold, funder and participant of the Cheng Ho Expedition, next to Cycas edentata on El templo 
island in the Philippines. Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.
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Figure 9. Cycas wadei at the Bureau of Science in Manila, Philippines. Courtesy of the archive and Library of 
Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.

re-landscaped (Esperanza Maribel agoo and 
Domingo Madulid, pers. comm.).

this unique collection of cycad photographs 
from Old World countries also includes two 
images of individuals of Cycas revoluta from the 
L’Orto Botanico dell’università di Palermo, 
Sicily, italy (Fig. 10, top). this garden has its 
roots in 1779 when the Regia accademia degli 

Studi di Palermo was founded and a piece of 
land was allocated to establish a small botanic 
garden (Di Paola 2012; garden’s Web site, 
http://www.ortobotanico.unipa.it/storia.html). 
We are not certain when these two undated 
photos of cycads were taken as Fairchild visited 
this italian island both during the Lathrop 
(year 1902) and allison V. armour (year 1926) 
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Figure 10. Top, Cycas revoluta in L’Orto Botanico dell’università di Palermo, Sicily, italy, undated historic 
photograph taken by David Fairchild, Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden, 
and, bottom, photograph taken by Dr. Manlio Speciale in January 2020.
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expeditions. the depicted individuals are still 
growing in the same spots where Fairchild took 
these photos (Fig. 10, bottom).

Cycads cultivated in Miami

Fairchild’s fondness for cycads is evidenced 
by the fact that he maintained a diverse 
col lect ion of cycads at the Kampong, 
including at least Cycas revoluta, C. aff. rumphii 
and a species of Macrozamia (Fig. 11). these 
plants were depicted along with some of 
Fairchild’s family members in three different 
pictures found in the archive and Library of 
FtBG. as indicated above, we are certain that 
Robert Montgomery also had an extensive 
collection of cycads at his estate. Fairchild 
photographed him with a male specimen of 
C. revoluta (Fig. 12) and included this image 
in the last of his books (Fairchild 1947, p. 168). 

this plant, along with two others of similar 
age, were over two meters tall when acquired 
by Robert Montgomery in august of 1932. 
two of these plants, identified with accession 
numbers RM311*a and RM311*C, persist in 
the living collections of MBC.

Finally, Fairchild also made photos of several 
cycads at FtBG, including a large specimen of 
C. revoluta, which he photographed next to a 
person whom we have been unable to identify. 
Fairchild also took one picture of an individual 
of Zamia integrifolia (coontie), which is native 
to the grounds. in 1938, in the early stages 
of FtBG, Fairchild photographed its first 
superintendent, Karl Dahlberg standing among 
several newly planted collections, including a 
specimen of C. revoluta (Fig. 13, top). in 1941 
Fairchild also took an additional photograph of 
the same area of this garden, which is known 
as the Cycad Circle (Fig. 13, bottom).

Figure 11. Diverse collection of cycads at the Kampong (now the Kampong, national tropical Botanic Garden), 
David Fairchild’s estate in Coconut Grove, Miami, Florida. Helene Muller Pancoast (one of David Fairchild’s 
grandchildren) and her mother (Barbara Lathrop Fairchild) are also depicted. Photo taken in May 1941. Courtesy of 
the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.



46  Huntia    19(1)   2022

Conclusions

David Fairchild’s appreciation for cycads 
is evidenced by the multitude of photographs 
he took of them in the wild and in gardens 
throughout the world and by his cultivation 
of several species at his home in Miami. it is 
interesting to note that due to cycads being 
very long-lived plants, several of the plants 
Fairchild photographed as far back as the 
beginning of the 20th century remain alive 
and healthy at botanical gardens to this day. 
Fairchild’s appreciation for cycads is further 
evidenced by mentioning them in at least 
three of his books: Exploring for Plants (Genoa, 
italy; p. 262), The World Grows Round My 
Door (Montgomery Botanical Center, Miami; 

p. 168) and Garden Islands of the Great East 
(Sulawesi and Moluccas, indonesia; pp. 107 
and 202, respectively). However, it appears that 
Fairchild considered cycads to be of limited 
economic importance as potential plant 
introductions into the united States since he 
made very few collections of cycad germplasm 
during his decades-long career of exploration 
and germplasm introductions and did not 
feature any cycad species during his editorship 
of two serial magazines focused heavily on 
plant introductions of economic importance. 
the first of them was a uSDa bulletin titled 
Plant Immigrants, which was published between 
1908 and 1924 and included a total of 219 

Figure 12. Above, Colonel Robert Montgomery posing with Cycas revoluta at his Coral Gables, Florida estate (now 
Montgomery Botanical Center). Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.

Figure 13. Right, top, Karl Dahlberg (Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden’s first superintendent) standing among 
several newly planted collections of the Cycad Circle in 1938, including an individual of C. revoluta, and, bottom, 
the Cycad Circle in 1941. Courtesy of the archive and Library of Fairchild tropical Botanic Garden.



Calonje et al.: The cycad encounters of botanical explorer David Fairchild 47 



48  Huntia    19(1)   2022

volumes, and the second one, titled Occasional 
Papers of Fairchild Tropical Garden, was published 
by FtBG between 1938 and 1950 and had as 
one of its main aims to inform South Florida 
horticulturists on new plant introductions with 
potential utilization in the farms and gardens 
of the region.
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