
York’s Pioneering Nurserymen 

 

FFH has found a number of websites with articles on the nurserymen of York, and Chris Rainger has 

made this complication for your perusal: 

 

First, edited copies of articles from the splendid website ‘York Stories’  

http://yorkstories.co.uk/histories/york-early-nurserymen-telford-backhouse-1/ 

Before it was chosen as the site of the city’s first permanent station, it was the site of a respected 

plant nursery, owned by the Telfords, and later by Thomas and James Backhouse. 

The Backhouses, best known for their later, larger site in 

Holgate, started their nursery business here on Tanner Row, 

buying the business previously run by the Telfords. Pictured 

left is the cover of what was probably their first catalogue in 

1816 from the Tanner Row nursery (available online at 

www.archive.org). 

The Backhouse catalogue is just a list, with no illustrations. A 

book published in 1812 – The New Flora Britannica – does 

include illustrations of many of the plants the Backhouses 

were offering for sale in 1816, and I’ve included some of 

them on this page, to help us better imagine what the 

fashionable gardeners of 200 years ago might have been 

buying, and what the Backhouses were growing on that area 

of land sheltered by the city walls, now covered in railway-

related buildings. 

This is now where we York citizens visit various departments 

of the city council. While you’re waiting in planning, or 

cursing the queues at customer services, picture the neat nursery beds full of developing greenery 

that once filled this land. 

Tropaeoleum (nasturtium) – New Flora Britannica, 1812 

Taking over from the Telfords 

After learning the plantsman’s trade at a Norwich nursery, James 

Backhouse had wanted to set up a nursery in his home town of Darlington. 

As his sister records, he ‘felt somewhat disappointed when he found that 

the old and well-established Nursery business, of John and George Telford, 

of York, was to be disposed of.’ Clearly the Telfords had quite a 

reputation, and it seems that James Backhouse – a deeply religious man – 

saw this excellent opportunity as God-given, not to be turned down. 

He records that the business had been in the occupation of the Telford 

family for one hundred and fifty years. Even if Mr Telford was rounding up 

a bit, ‘bigging’ up the nursery’s history, it still takes us back to the second 

half of the 17th century. Even before that it had been gardens – part of 

http://yorkstories.co.uk/histories/york-early-nurserymen-telford-backhouse-1/
http://www.archive.org/stream/acataloguefruit00backgoog#page/n7/mode/2up


the land occupied by a Dominican friary – recognised in the fact that centuries later it was still 

known to many as The Friars (or Fryars) Gardens. 

Detail from map in Drake’s Eboracum, 1736, showing 

‘Fryars Gardens’ 

The garden and its nursery business was clearly well-

established by 1736 when Francis Drake described the 

‘spacious’ garden occupied ‘by Mr Tilford* a worthy 

citizen … of credit to his profession; being one of the 

first that brought our northern gentry into the method 

of planting and raising all kinds of trees for use and 

ornament.’ 

(*as anyone who has researched family history knows, 

the spelling of names was rather fluid in past centuries – 

Mr Tilford/Telford is also recorded as Tilforth/Tillforth 

and other variations) 

Telford’s clients among the ‘northern gentry’ included 

the owner of Studley Royal. 

Closer to home, in 1740, the nursery supplied 340 elm 

trees to complete the ‘New Walk’ in York, alongside the Ouse. (Many of these trees were later 

replaced (in 1824) by a variety of species from the Backhouse nursery.) 

Mr Telford was also enhancing other green areas in York important to the city’s burgeoning social 

life. The House Books of York Corporation record: 

‘Jan 1737-8. Ordered, – that Mr John Telford shall have the profitts of the Admittance 

of Horses at the Knavesmire for one year, – for pains in draining and improving the said 

Common for the benefit of the Ward, and making it proper for the Horse Races.’ 

The 18th century local directories are rather thin, compared to the 

weighty tomes produced in the Victorian period, but John and 

George Telford, ‘Seedsmen, Tanner Row’ are in the slim Baileys 

Directory of 1784, and in an earlier directory of 1781, where they’re 

listed as Tillford. 

With all the digging associated with gardening, it’s surprising that 

the recent excavations found so much remaining in the ground, 

apparently undamaged. Relics were being uncovered (and 

accidentally hit with implements) in Telford’s time. A 1771 

publication reports: 

Last week was found, two feet deep, in a piece of ground called 

Friars Gardens in the city of York, belonging to Mr Telford, where 

the workmen were digging, some part of the foundation of a temple 

of Roman brick-work, so firmly cemented, that it resisted the stroke 

of a pick. 

Passiflora caerulea (Passion Flower) – New Flora Britannica, 1812 

 

 



The Backhouses at Tanner Row 

James Backhouse felt the nursery business at Tanner Row was too large for him to manage alone. 

His brother Thomas agreed to go into partnership with him. They took over the Telford nursery in 

May 1816. 

The nursery business at Tanner Row flourished, despite the departure of James Backhouse in 1831 

on Quaker missionary work. He travelled to Australia, and after ten years returned, via Mauritius and 

South Africa. His absence perhaps helped, rather than hindered, as he sent back exotic plants and 

seeds to the York nursery, many of them mentioned in the horticultural journals of the time as new 

arrivals of great interest. 

A glimpse of the impressive set-up at Tanner Row comes from a letter written by the Backhouses’ 

gardener, Henry Bains, on 4 December 1827. He describes the plant-raising facilities: ‘The three 

cisterns in three of their houses are built with brick and Roman cement, and are 24 ft. long, 1 ft. 10 

in. wide, and 2 ft. 9. in. deep, and are all heated by one boiler, the flue, to which is continued 

through the houses, and gives out a considerable quantity of heat.’ 

(The ‘Roman cement’ presumably refers to a type of cement mix, rather than to actual Roman 

cement. Though the place seems to have been littered with Roman fragments, and the occasional 

relic from the Dominican friary.) 

But the railway was coming, and the Backhouses had to move to make way for it. 

The major earthworks involved in constructing the new station and its lines and platforms dug up 

many treasures not yet unearthed by previous gardeners and workmen, enthusiastically reported in 

Hargrove’s Guide: 

The remainder of this year [1839], and the beginning of 1840, were very fruitful in the discovery of 

Roman relics of the most interesting description. The excavations for the railroad having extended 

into Backhouse’s Gardens, near Micklegate Bar, supposed to have been the site of a Roman Temple 

dedicated to Serapis, and afterwards the place where a Monastery of begging friars stood, the 

workmen daily found Roman baths, altars, coins, urns, pateras, and all kinds of sacrificing vessels, 

together with the remains of Roman walls, &c. 

 

The Rigg nursery, Fishergate 

In the churchyard of St Lawrence, outside Walmgate Bar, there’s a large 

and once grand monument, commemorating six children of John and Ann 

Rigg, drowned in an accident on the River Ouse in 1830. John Rigg was one 

of a family of nurserymen in business in York at the same time as the 

Backhouses (the 1818 directory lists only three businesses under 

‘Nurserymen and Seedsmen’ – Matthew Clarkson on Walmgate (and 

where Alma Terrace is now) being the other). The Riggs’ nursery grounds 

covered 30 acres. 

Tradescantia virginica – New Flora Britannica, 1812 

John Rigg died only a few years after the accident which had taken six of 

his children. His widow Ann and his father Thomas kept the nursery 

business going, until Thomas died, aged 89. 

http://yorkstories.co.uk/histories/memorials/rigg_monument_st_lawrence_york.php
http://yorkstories.co.uk/histories/memorials/rigg_monument_st_lawrence_york.php


The Backhouses had to move from their Tanner Row nursery, to allow for the creation of York’s first 

railway station, and took over the Riggs’ nursery grounds. 

The Floriculture Magazine of 1839 recorded the change of ownership, and the fact that James 

Backhouse was still sending the nursery interesting seeds from far away: 

York. – Backhouse’s Nursery. – The site of what was formerly the home ground, occupied 

with greenhouses, pits, stool, ground, &c, is now the terminus to the North Midland 

Railway, Mr. Backhouse having removed the whole of his establishment, to what was 

formerly Mr. Rigg’s nursery, on the Selby road, a short distance from York. Here we 

noticed several new and interesting plants raised from Australian seeds, sent home by 

Mr. Jas. Backhouse. 

 

Backhouse nursery site on Fishergate, marked with green overlay. Site as shown on 1852 plan of 

York   

The Backhouse nursery on Fishergate is shown on the 1852 plan occupying a large area between 

Fishergate and Cemetery Road. Other Rigg land across the other side of Cemetery Road (known in 

1852 as ‘East Riding Parade’, according to the city plan) was sold to the newly-formed York Public 

Cemetery Company, and since 1837 has been part of York Cemetery. 

And later … 

The Backhouse nursery moved again, in 1853, to a site in Holgate, where it remained until the mid-

20th century. 

All these nursery businesses are long gone. The Tanner Row site and the Fishergate nursery have 

been built on. At least there’s still some greenery to be found on the old Holgate site – or at least the 

small part bought by the council, which remains in use as the well-known West Bank Park. 

For more information on the development of the Backhouse Nursery at Holgate see The Backhouse 

Nursery of York 1815 – 1955 at Parks and Gardens UK. 

http://www.yorkstories.co.uk/changes/changes_west_offices_council_hq.htm
http://www.yorkstories.co.uk/changes/changes_west_offices_council_hq.htm
http://www.yorkstories.co.uk/york_walks-4/york_cemetery.htm
http://www.yorkstories.co.uk/green_spaces/west_bank_park.htm
http://www.parksandgardens.ac.uk/274/explore-31/historical-profiles-176/the-backhouse-nursery-of-york-1815-1955-481.html
http://www.parksandgardens.ac.uk/274/explore-31/historical-profiles-176/the-backhouse-nursery-of-york-1815-1955-481.html


A footnote … ‘the cabbage became celebrated’ 

During my research, I discovered many publications repeating an assertion which may or may not be 

related to our own Telfords on Tanner Row – it appears to be. Perhaps someone else will want to 

follow up: 

The varieties of cabbage now in cultivation are too numerous to mention; but a few of 

the most esteemed sorts for garden cultivation will be described. The following are the 

best for early crops: 1. Early York. This cabbage was introduced more than a hundred 

years ago, by a private soldier named Telford, who brought it with him from Flanders.  

On his return to this country he settled as a seedsman in Yorkshire, where the cabbage 

became celebrated, and received the name of the county in which it was first grown. It is 

of small growth, so that a great many can be planted in a moderate compass. It is still 

esteemed on account of its delicate flavour. 

– The Saturday magazine, Volume 24, (1844), p47 

Another account I’ve read suggests it was the Rigg nursery in York which was renowned for its Early 

York Cabbage seed. Maybe they were in direct and fierce competition in their cabbage-growing, and 

had ‘cabbage wars’. 

Endnote 

Recent planning applications to develop the land behind the art gallery have repeatedly stated that 

the Telford nursery was based there. 

These documents seem to have taken their background info from a report produced in 2005 for York 

Museums Trust. St Mary‘s Abbey Precinct, York – Conservation Management Plan (PDF). 

If anyone out there has found any sources at all that suggest the Telford/Backhouse nursery was 

trading from the St Mary’s abbey site – apart from that 2005 report – please let me know, as I 

couldn’t find any. 
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York Civic Trust - Article on the Trust website by Pat Hill 

James Backhouse (1794-1869) Quaker missionary, botanist and nurseryman 

 

Plaque at 92 Micklegate, York 

 

James Backhouse 

James Backhouse, Quaker missionary, botanist and nurseryman, was born in Darlington in 1794. He 

was the third of a lengthy family line all called James Backhouse extending back to his grandfather 

who died as a Quaker prisoner and martyr at Lancaster Castle in 1697. His father, James, together 

with his father and brother, founded the Backhouse Bank in Darlington. His mother was Mary 

Dearman, a devout Quaker of Thorne in Yorkshire. The younger James was apprenticed to a grocer 

http://www.archive.org/stream/memoirofjamesbac00back#page/14/mode/2up
http://books.google.com/books?id=gQhDAAAAcAAJ&pg=PA274
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http://books.google.com/books?id=n6lLBYJNkRAC&pg=PA20#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.com/books?id=n6lLBYJNkRAC&pg=PA20#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=7ggNAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA26#v=onepage&q&f=false
http://books.google.co.uk/books?id=ykIZAQAAIAAJ&vq=backhouse&pg=RA1-PA107
http://yorkcivictrust.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/James-Backhouse.jpg


but had to give up work due to ‘inflammation of the lungs’ and was too delicate to pursue a 

sedentary occupation. 

Nursery business 

From a family of botanists, he was encouraged to spend time in the open air and study botany. He 

made botanical trips to Upper Teesdale with the Durham lead miner, John Binks (1766-1817) who is 

credited with the discovery of many of the area’s rare plants. Binks was a major influence on James, 

as was the Newcastle botanist Nathaniel John Winch and William Hooker (1785-1865). James then 

spent two years near Norwich learning the nursery trade. In 1815 he moved to York where he and 

his brother, Thomas, purchased the York nursery business of John and George Telford which had 

been in existence for 150 years at Toft Green. By 1821 the business was flourishing with 37 varieties 

of vines, 31 of strawberries, 170 gooseberries, 129 roses and 125 apple trees. 

The Backhouse house, 92 Micklegate 

In 1822 James married Deborah Lowe (1793-1827) 

but, in 1827, the wives of both brothers died in the 

same year. James, a dedicated Quaker and clerk of 

the York Monthly Meeting from 1825, had travelled 

in the ministry from that year. His commitment and 

evangelising were central to his life, addressing a 

crowd at York racecourse which his sister, Sarah, put 

at 2,000, on ‘the iniquity of the frivolities in which 

they were engaged, and to call their attention to the 

weightier concerns of eternity’ (York Courant, 9 

August 1825). Even in his early years in Norwich he 

conceived of ‘a gospel errand into Australia’ 

believing strongly that this was the will of God. 

Mission to Australia 

After the death of his wife and with the support of 

the Monthly Meeting and his brother Thomas, James 

set off in 1831 for an arduous travel of 10 years to 

Australia, Van Diemen’s Land, Mauritius and South 

Africa. Thomas, a devout Quaker who believed 

evangelising took precedence, remained in York to look after the nursery business on James’s behalf. 

The initial journey took five months in hazardous weather and his Quaker ministry, assisted by his 

companion and secretary George Washington Walker (1800-59), began immediately in dealing with 

a ship’s crew prone to drunkenness and violence. 

When he reached Australia, he visited penal settlements interceding on behalf of the badly treated 

prisoners. Deeply concerned by the cruelty and rigours he witnessed, he wrote to Elizabeth Fry 

about the condition of women prisoners on ships and to the Governor of Van Diemen’s Land on the 

state of the prisons. Death of prisoners was often by murder from other prisoners in appalling 

conditions. James and Walker issued a lengthy address to the prison population of New South Wales 

and Van Diemen’s Land pleading for prisoners to find salvation in religion.  

They were tireless campaigners for temperance and thrift. A third of wages was paid in spirits and 

this was mentioned at a temperance meeting in Perth; they felt ‘the prevailing immorality’ was 

fuelled by drink. They were also concerned by the policy towards Aborigines, ‘this injured race of our 

fellow men’. Alongside their work with prisons they set up and visited Quaker Meeting Houses. 

http://yorkcivictrust.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/IMG_1868.jpg


Plant collector 

James also found time to collect plants and seeds which he sent back to the York nursery, to the 

Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew and to Sir William Jackson Hooker (1785-1865), Regius Professor of 

Botany at Glasgow University. Two books published on James’s return to England, A Narrative Visit 

to the Australian Colonies (1843) and A Narrative Visit to the Mauritius and South Africa (1844), are 

detailed accounts of his travels with engravings from his original sketches of indigenous vegetation, 

aborigines, chain gangs of prisoners, and numerous missionary stations, with appendices of letters 

sent to officials, Christian evangelical writings and speeches. 

In South Africa he again visited prisons including the notorious Robben Island. Over a period of more 

than 19 months, travelling 6,000 miles on wagon and horseback, he learned languages including 

Afrikaans so he could speak to the local populations, attended Quaker meetings, temperance 

meetings and non-Quaker meetings, and set up a multiracial school for the poor in Capetown with 

money sent by English Friends. 

He returned to York to the nursery which had flourished in Thomas’s hands but both his mother and 

sister had died in his absence. His brother and son had grown the economic base of the successful 

nursery. Both York Quarterly and Monthly Meetings greeted his safe return in evangelical language; 

he had been delivered from the human and natural perils of such a long journey and had been 

‘enabled to labour in the Lord’s vineyard [by] the faithfulness of and condescending mercy of the 

Great Head of the Church’ (Minutes, March 1841). Four years later, in 1845, Thomas died so James 

would have to devote more time to the nursery. 

Nursery business expands 

In James’s absence the business had moved from Toft Green due to the construction of George 

Hudson’s railway and relocated to Fishergate. In 1853 James and his son, also James, supervised the 

move to a 100-acre, greater than Kew, site at Holgate. The most striking feature was a rock (alpine) 

garden, 40 glasshouses, underground fernery and plants from all over the world. James had detailed 

involvement in the family finances, in wills and in the business but he also continued his evangelical 

work making many visits around the country and to Dublin. He gave talks to workers at York Glass 

works in 1858 and also to the rail wagon works.  

He was involved in Quaker schools at Bootham and Ackworth and gave financial as well as spiritual 

help for the establishment of a reading room at a nonconformist chapel in upper Teesdale. He 

visited Norway in 1851, 1853 and 1860 with over 200 meetings in 1853 and 1860. In 1862 he held 

over 40 meetings throughout Great Britain and in 1865, aged over 70, he held 53 public meetings 

exhorting Friends in his speeches and writings against pomp and parade, the lures of honorific office, 

elegant or ornamental clothing and dating writing with the heathen names of days and months. 

Although his teachings were strict, James was well-respected, sociable and genial. 

Both his son and grandson, both called James, carried on the tradition of the nursery and as 

archaeologists, geologists and ornithologists with a close connection with the Yorkshire Museum in 

York and the Yorkshire Philosophical Society. For almost 200 years members of the Backhouse family 

were actively involved in English horticulture, as tree planters, nurserymen, breeders or botanists. 

Their names live on in the botanical names of narcissi such as ‘Mrs R.O. Backhouse’ and ‘Backhouse’s 

Giant’. The remains of their nursery (auctioned in 1955) later became a park run by York City Council 

known as West Bank Park. 
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Articles on the website of the Backhouse – Rossie Estate in Scotland 

https://www.backhouserossie.co.uk/backhouse-family/backhouses-botanists-bankers/ 

How it all began: 

The Religious Society of Friends began as a movement in England in the mid 17th century in 

Lancashire, members of which were informally known as Quakers. Thanks to the Toleration Act of 

1689, people in Great Britain were no longer criminals simply by being Friends. In the early days of 

the Society of Friends, Quakers were not allowed to get an advanced education. Eventually some did 

get opportunities to go to university and beyond, which meant that more and more Quakers could 

enter the various fields of science. 

Quaker refusal to pay tithes and agents insistence that tithes were paid continued to cause suffering 

but eventually new security offered the dynamic Quaker Backhouse family and their relatives over 

the coming years the freedom to attend university, join the professions, become increasingly 

involved in politics, commerce and banking, railways, shipping, canals, mining, other industries as 

well as playing a full part in their greater local community’s social and political issues. 

James Backhouse (I) (1721- 1798) really enabled the financial security which allowed his children and 

their successors to pursue a growing interest in the natural world, botany and horticulture. James (I) 

successfully founded the Quaker ethical Backhouse Bank in Darlington, Co Durham in 1774 with his 

two sons Jonathan (I)(1747–1826) and James (II) (1757-1804). 

‘The bank became one of the most stable influences in the finance of Northern business, surviving 

several serious crisis in which many other banks failed’, Raistrick (1968). 

In 1896, Backhouse and Co, Darlington and twenty other private banking firms, joined together to 

form Barclay and Company Limited in what the banking press at the time referred to as a merger of 

the ‘well-known Quaker firms’. 

The Daffodil Raisers: 

Johnathan Backhouse (I) (1747–1826), had three sons but William was the most the start of the 

Daffodil dynasty: 

William Backhouse (I) (1779-1844), was a botanist of some note, with a plant collection of 

significance, but it was his son William born in 1807 who was the first of the Backhouse daffodil-

breeding dynasty. 

William Backhouse (II) (1807–1869), worked in the family bank but his greatest legacy were the 

daffodils he raised  which changed daffodil breeding in this country forever. Among the many 

https://www.backhouserossie.co.uk/backhouse-family/backhouses-botanists-bankers/


cultivars William raised three are of particular importance: N.‘Emperor’ and N.‘Empress’ being two 

of the first known triploid daffodil cultivars raised in this country (21 chromosomes) and 

N.‘Weardale Perfection’ the first known tetraploid cultivar (28 chromosomes). Such is the 

importance of these daffodils, they still form the basis of many daffodils we enjoy in commerce 

today. So influential was William’s contribution, that the Royal Horticulturalists Society named a 

section of Daffodils under the Title ‘Section Backhouseii’. 

Robert Ormston Backhouse (1854–1940), William’s third son worked in the family bank, was a keen 

amateur archer and the first in the family to set up a commercial bulb business growing and selling 

and buying in daffodils commercially. Robert also raised his own daffodil hybrids many of which he 

registered along with lilies with his wife Sarah Elizabeth Dodgson. 

Henry Backhouse (1850–1936), William’s middle son also raised and registered his own new daffodil 

cultivars, his best known being N.’Niveth’ 5 W-W, N.’Triandrus’ in 1931. 

Mrs RO Backhouse – Sarah Elizabeth Dodgson (1857–1921), raised new varieties of Narcissus, 

Colchicum, Hyacinths, Lilium (The Backhouse hybrids) and Cyclamen. Achieving national fame 

gaining an award from the Royal Horticultural Society in 1901 for ‘Moonbeam’, an RHS Bronze 

Flora  Medal in 1905 for a ‘Group of Daffodils’ and the Barr Cup in 1916. Mrs RO was particularly 

known for raising  new varieties of red-cupped daffodils, but  will always be remembered for her 

namesake pink daffodil, N.’Mrs RO Backhouse’ 2 W-P, the most well known and widely grown pink 

daffodil over the last 90 years. Her legacy can also be found in her lilium hybrids including her name 

sake N.’Mrs R.O Backhouse’. 

William Ormston Backhouse (1885–1962), attended Cambridge University and was a trained 

geneticist,  worked at the Cambridge Plant breeding Station, The John Innes Institute then for the 

Argentine Government where he created an important strain of rust resistant wheat MA38. As a 

trained geneticist WO Backhouse was well placed to create the first Division 1 red trumpet daffodil 

which he successfully achieved registering several of these uniquely coloured trumpet daffodils 

including  N.’Brer Fox’, N.’Sutton Court’, N.’Red Curtain’ and N.’Desert Fox’. 

Caroline G Thomson MA, direct descendant and 6th generation of the Backhouse 

horticulturalists.  Daffodil Breeder and Collector of her forebears Historic Backhouse Daffodils along 

with many other Backhouse family plants across several genera. She is bringing her Backhouse 

family  Heritage back to life quite literally at the Backhouse Rossie Heritage & Education Centre 

#livingheritage at the family home, Rossie Estate. 

The Plant finders, Nursery & Seedsmen: 

James Backhouse (II) (1757-1804) of Banking fame, had two sons James & Thomas: 

James Backhouse (III)  (1794-1869), Minister The Religious Society of Friends, Quaker Missionary and 

Botanist. With his brother Thomas in 1815 they bought the well respected J and G Telford Nursery in 

Tanner Row, York which became  the original site of Thomas and James Backhouse Nursery and 

Seedsmen, their first catalogue was published in 1816. In 1824 James was admitted as a minister in 

the Religious Society of Friends and on the 3rd September 1831 he departed for Australia on 

humanitarian work, He returned home 10 years later, via Mauritius and South Africa. During his 

travels in Australia he made detailed observations of the plants and trees he thought unusual, 

collecting seeds, plants and specimens sending them home to his brother Thomas. In 1845 in the 

European science publication the Botanical Magazine, William Jackson Hooker (Director at Kew) and 

William Henry Harvey first published Backhousia as a genus of thirteen currently known species of 

flowering plants in the family Myrtaceae, after botanist James Backhouse. Today you can 

enjoy Backhouse citriodora or Lemon Myrtle in our biscuits and tea at the Backhouse Cafe. 



Thomas Backhouse (1792-1845), Businessman, entrepreneur and Nurseryman, Thomas bought J and 

G Telford’s Nursery in York, with brother James Backhouse. In 1815, he joined his younger brother, 

James two years later when his business interests in Darlington were consolidated, When his brother 

went abroad for 10 years, Thomas raised James’ children and managed and developed the nursery 

by himself, with the coming of the railway he moved the Nursery to Fishergate York. 

The Backhouse brothers showed their ability to compete with London when, in 1819, they put an 

advertisement in the Yorkshire Gazette for ‘Choice BULBS of BELLA-DONNA and GUERNSEY LILIES’. 

James Backhouse (IV) (1825-90), Nurseryman, botanist, plant collector, archaeologist, geologist. The 

Nursery became recognised around the world for their rock work, alpine plants, heathers, ferns, 

orchids, nerines. After his father James’s return the Nursery moved again in 1853  to a 100-acre site 

at Holgate, renamed after Thomas’s death, James Backhouse and Son. 

James Backhouse (V) (1861-1945), renowned as a naturalist and especially for his knowledge of 

ornithology, authour, formed a new company in 1891, Backhouse Nurseries (York) Ltd. The Holgate 

Nursery closed in 1955, a small part is owned by the Council, which remains in use as the West Bank 

Park. 

The Tree Planters: 

Johnathan Backhouse (I) (1747–1826), started tree planting on his estates in County Durham, this 

work was continued by three of his four sons: 

William Backhouse (I) (1779-1844), was awarded a Society of Arts Medal for tree planting. Gold 

Medal 1813 for planting 300,000 Larch trees, 50,000 Scots Pine, Oak and other trees on his estate. 

He was awarded the premium award in Class 10 for planting the most larch trees (used to build 

ships). 

Jonathan Backhouse (II) (1779-1842), was awarded a Society of Arts medal for tree planting, a great 

supporter of the Stockton & Darlington Railway. 

Edward Backhouse (1781-1860), was awarded a Society of Arts medal for tree planting and founder 

of the Backhouse Bank in Sunderland. 

 

Also from the Backhouse – Rossie Estate website 

The Backhouse Family 

By Jan Dalton: Archivist The Daffodil Society 

The Backhouse family were Quakers, and several of them were highly regarded naturalists and 

horticulturists. James Backhouse (1721- 1798), founded the Backhouse Bank in Darlington, Co. 

Durham in 1774, with his sons Jonathan (1747-1826) and James (1757-1804). Jonathan Backhouse 

afforested the poorer land on his estates at Weardale in Co. Durham, an undertaking that was 

continued by three of his four sons. Jonathan (1779-1842), (better known as a supporter of the 

Stockton- Darlington Railway), Edward (1781-1860), (founder of the Backhouse Bank in Sunderland) 

and William (1779-1844) were all awarded medals by the Royal Society of Arts for their enterprise. 

However, William Backhouse was not just a forester, being well known as a botanist in the north of 

England. He had close contact with Nathaniel John Winch (1768-1838), the Newcastle-based 

botanist, to whom he forwarded a list of rare Durham plants in February 1805. William was 

particularly interested in British grasses and cultivated specimens sent to him by friends and 

correspondents. He died suddenly at a Friend’s Meeting in Darlington in June 1844. Sadly 



Backhouse’s herbarium, considered of real scientific merit, was destroyed by fire when on loan to J. 

G. Baker, in 1865. 

William Backhouse senior had two sons and three daughters. 

 

William Backhouse II 

The eldest son, William Backhouse II (1807-1869), continued the family interest in botany, became a 

competent entomologist, ornithologist, geologist and meteorologist, and developed a number of 

new varieties of Narcissus, most notably N.‘Emperor’, N.’Empress’ and N.‘Weardale Perfection’. 

William junior worked in the branch of the Backhouse Bank established in Newcastle in 1825 and he 

became a founder member of The Natural History Society of Northumberland, Durham and 

Newcastle upon Tyne in 1829. 

A competent entomologist, William made extensive notes on Lepidoptera captured on the 

Backhouse estates in Durham and his fascination with meteorology is revealed in diaries devoted to 

daily temperature and weather reports, and in requests from correspondents for readings from his 

“Weather Gauge”. Surviving water-colour drawings of local coastal sections, and extensive 

transcriptions, indicate his knowledge of geology. He had a collection of stuffed birds, and showed 

promise as an artist, producing water-colours, engravings and pencil drawings of a variety of 

subjects. When William returned to the Darlington Bank, he lived at St. John’s Hall, near 

Wolsingham, Co. Durham and here he began his major horticultural work, the development of new 

varieties of Narcissus. 

Following his death in 1869, William’s daffodil collection was purchased by Peter Barr and used in 

association with that of Edward Leeds (1802-1877) to establish a classification system for narcissi. 

Three of William’s four sons from his second marriage, (to Katherine Aldam (1815-1868) in 1843), 

Charles, Henry and Robert, kept up the family interest in daffodils. Charles James Backhouse (b. 

1848) continued to live at St. John’s, whilst Henry Backhouse (1849-1936) reared daffodils in 

Darlington from 1895-1907 and in Bournemouth from 1907-1925. 

William Backhouse II’s youngest son, Robert Ormston Backhouse (1854-1940) married Sarah 

Elizabeth Dodgson in 1884, and two years later moved to Sutton Court, Sutton St. Nicholas, and 

Hereford, continuing the family interest in narcissi. Mrs. RO Backhouse (1857-1921) achieved 

national fame, gaining an award from the Royal Horticultural Society in 1901 for ‘Moonbeam’, in 

1905 a bronze medal and the Royal Horticultural Society’s Barr Cup in 1916. She was particularly 

known for producing varieties of red cupped daffodils.  

After her death in 1921 the obituary page in the Garden Magazine of 19th February 1921 contained 

a tribute from Engleheart who wrote ‘To all English (British) flower lovers of the best and most 

essentially English (British) flower of Spring the death of Mrs RO Backhouse will have brought a 

sense of irreplaceable loss’. 



In 1923 Robert astounded the horticultural world with the first pink-cupped, white perianthed 

daffodil which he named N.’Mrs RO Backhouse’. His son, William Ormston Backhouse (1885-1962), 

worked for a period of five years at the Cambridge Plant Breeding Station and the John Innes 

Institute, but left Britain to become a geneticist for the Argentine Government. He established a 

number of wheat-breeding stations in Argentina, and then moved to Patagonia, where he reared 

pigs, grew apples and other fruits and started intensive honey production. WO Backhouse obtained 

narcissi from his parents, and in South America continued the family tradition set by his grandfather. 

He specialised in red-trumpeted daffodils, and on his return to England and Sutton Court in 1945, 

continued to develop these varieties. 

The banker James Backhouse (1757-1804) married Mary Dearman of Thorne, Yorkshire. Their sons 

Thomas Backhouse (1792-1845) and James established the Backhouse plant nursery in York. James 

Backhouse 1 (1794- 1869) is arguably the most famous of all the Backhouse naturalists. He was 

educated in Leeds, but on his return to Darlington he began to explore nearby Teesdale with the 

lead miner John Binks (1766-1817), who is credited with the discovery of many of the rare plants in 

Teesdale. Binks, the Newcastle botanist Nathaniel John Winch, and William Hooker (1785- 1865) 

were all major influences on James Backhouse, as indeed were his Uncle Edward Robson (1763—

1813) and his cousin William Backhouse (1779-1844). 

James Backhouse 

James Backhouse and his brother Thomas purchased the York nursery of John and George Telford in 

1815, and made it a great success. However, James was an active missionary, and on 3 September 

1831, in the company of George Washington Walker (1800-1859), he boarded the Science, bound 

for Australia. He stayed in the country until 1838, carrying out missionary duties and humanitarian 

work, but also collecting plants and seeds which he sent back to the York nursery and to Hooker in 

Glasgow. On the return journey he visited Mauritius en route for South Africa, where he stayed until 

December 1840, finally arriving back in York on 21 February 1841. Backhouse described his travels in 

two books, his Narrative of a visit to the Australian Colonies (1843) and Narrative of a visit to the 

Mauritius and South Africa (1844), both illustrated with engravings by Edward Backhouse (1808-

1879) of Sunderland, from original sketches by the author. Hooker and William Harvey (1811-1866) 

recognised the value of Backhouse’s botanical observations, naming a Myrtle Backhousia in 1845. 

Throughout his Australian journey Backhouse had been in correspondence with his son James 

Backhouse II (1825-1890). From 1843 father and son explored Upper Teesdale and other 

mountainous areas of Britain and Europe in search of alpine plants. They jointly directed the growth 

of the York nursery from 1845 on the death of Thomas Backhouse, supervising its move to a 100 

acre site at Holdgate, York in 1853. James Backhouse II wrote a Monograph of the British Hieracia 

(1856) and in the pages of The Phytologist recorded his botanical discoveries in Teesdale and other 

mountainous areas of Britain. 

James Backhouse II was also a keen archaeologist and geologist; he explored the caves of Teesdale in 

search of archaeological material and with his son, James Backhouse III (1861-1945) formed a small 

private museum. The Teesdale Cave was excavated by the James Backhouses II and III between 1878 

and 1888; these explorations are described in James III’s Upper Teesdale Past and Present (1896). He 

had close connections with the Yorkshire Museum, York, being an active member of the Yorkshire 

Philosophical Society, and an Honorary Curator of Zoology; the museum holds James Backhouse III’s 

collection of cave material and some 4,000 bird skins. James III is best known as an ornithologist and 

as the author of the Handbook of European Birds (1890). 

In 1891 he formed a new company, Backhouse Nurseries (York) Ltd., which faced considerable 

competition from other plantsmen. Most of the land was sold in 1921 and the nursery finally ceased 

trading in 1955. 



Edward Backhouse 

Edward Backhouse (1808-1879) was the son of Edward Backhouse (1781-1860), founder of the 

Sunderland branch of the Backhouse Bank. A philanthropist, artist, pioneer photographer and 

historian, he is best known for Early Church History and other religious works. Fascinated by natural 

history, he built significant zoological, botanical, archaeological and ethnographic collections which 

were transferred to Sunderland Museum in 1907. 

Edward Backhouse’s nephew Thomas William Backhouse (1842- 1919) of West Hendon House, 

Sunderland, built an observatory there. His recordings of the weather and movements of the stars 

gave him considerable standing as a meteorologist and astronomer. He began to compile his 

“Astronomical Journal” in 1858, which eventually extended to 36 volumes, and published a series of 

14 maps of stars, accompanied by A Catalogue of 9842 Stars Visible to the Naked Eye (1911); the star 

maps were completed after his death. Thomas Backhouse’s accurate meteorological observations 

were uninterrupted from 1857-1919, and his work was recognised by the Royal Meteorological 

Society, who appointed him as Vice-President in 1918 and 1919. 

Our thanks to Jan Dalton: Archivist The Daffodil Society for his permission to re-print this history. 

 


