Nairn and Sons, seedsmen and florists of

Christchurch
Isabella Kerby’

Nairn and Sons was a Christchurch nursery, seed, and
florist business that grew from a modest family run
operation into one of the leading and most well-known
nurseries in the country, particularly remembered for

their work on red manuka, crab apples, and floristry. The
company stayed in business for an impressive ninety years
or so and its owners and managers were highly respected
names in New Zealand’s horticultural and agricultural
industries.

David Nairn (Fig. 1), a Scottish
farmer, arrived at Lyttelton in
1864 with his wife and young
children. In the first years in
Christchurch David gained work
as a landscaper and gardener
and spent times working for
both Duncan and Son’s and

L Abbott’s nurseries. After testing
{5 out a couple of different sites
around Christchurch, David
Nairn opened his own nursery
business, Nairn and Sons,

in 1879 on an acre of land at
166 Lincoln Road, Addington.
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Fig. 1 David Nairn. Press,

Volume LXXV, Issue 22722,
29 May 1939, Page 14.

From the late 1860s David exhibited and won prizes at
Christchurch Horticultural Society’s competitions for his
fruits, vegetables, and flowers. His sons Jack and Robert
also took an interest in the profession from an early age,
themselves competing at horticultural shows and garnering
a reputation for their quality floral arrangements. Through
the 1880s they assisted their father with the nursery
business where their sister Jessie worked on the floral side
of the firm as well as being its secretary.

In these first years, David Nairn’s ambitions for his
business were apparent when he purchased the
neighbouring nursery business of his foremost competitors,
Guntrip and Line. Large sheep stations around the
Canterbury Plains were common early customers for
purchasing shelter trees and a large emphasis of the
business was also placed on its floristry department for
bouquets and floral displays (Fig. 2). General stock (Fig. 3)
included conifers, hardy and climbing plants, roses, fruit
trees, stove (warm climate) and greenhouse plants as well
as novelties in flowers, bulbs, ornamental plants, trees,
and ferns. Early customers of Nairn and Sons included
notable old Christchurch figures such as the Deans family,
Sir Heaton Rhodes, the Macmillan Browns, Mrs Cracroft-
Wilson, and Dr Charles Chilton.

_ BRAUTIFUL _PArus for hall or table
decoration. Bridal and hand bouquets,
wreaths, crosses, and floral designs at
NAIBN AND Soxs, Florists and Nursery
men, Lincoln road, Christchurch.—{ADVT]

Fig. 2 Press, Volume L, Issue 8506, 10 June 1893, Page 7.

The choicest Roses, Camellias, Meag
noliss, Heeths, Boroniaa, Rhocdodendrons,
Paeonies and Lilium Auratum (the Japan
LiIY), ﬂ-t Nﬂ.irn and Sons’ LlHColn
road. Nas7

Fig. 3 Lyttelton Times, Volume LXXVI, Issue 9531, 29 September
1891, Page 5.

Their 1899-1900 Plant Catalogue (Fig. 4) lists Nairn and
Sons’ main nursery as Palm Nursery from where they
handled all their business and where plants and trees were
displayed for customers, while their Mavis Bank Nursery,
“one mile beyond Palm Nursery”, consisted of about

7.5 acres of plants and fruit trees in cultivation. The range
of plants, flowers and trees offered included new and

rare recent imports from England and America, as well as
various maple trees from Japan.
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Fig. 4 Cover of Nairn and Sons 1899-1900 catalogue.
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By 1904, the business seemingly drops the Mavis Bank
Nursery as adverts appear only to refer to Palm Nursery
and the 1906—-1907 catalogue (Fig. 5A—C, 6) identifies only
Palm Nursery as the business centre.

Fig. 6 lllustrated page from Nairn and Son'’s catalogue for 1906—1907.

Emphasis in this period of the business is still on directly
importing new selections (Fig. 7), particularly of ornamental
shrubs and trees, into the country but a steady demand for
native plants and an increase in orders from overseas is
noted as well.

SPECIAL ANNOUNCEMENTS.

“A GOOD NAME IS BETTER THAN
PRECIOUS OINTMENT.”

—

DOR the last 20 years we have held the

gition as the LEADING HORTI-
CULTURAL ESTABLISHMENT 1IN THE
DOMINION. We have masintained ‘that
pcaition by a consistent progressive pro-
gramme throughout.

IIMALAYAN RIHODODENDRONS.

1 WIDCOCENDAON HUE. WE STOCK THE BEST KINDS

of
TREES, PLAXTS. SHRUBS,

and wo are ccnatant!ly adding to our 'arge
ond comprehensive coliections the LATEST
NGVELTIES from ALL PARTS OF THE
WORLD. Ve impert more Novelties than
any ofher Nuracryman ia Australasia.

We invite inspection of our stock.

Open throughout the year. Strictly closed
on Sundays.

—

NAIRN ard S ONXNS,
LINCOLYN ROAD,

Christchurch.
Teiephone 211. P.O. Box 426. Ir
ANOTIUOE VIEW IN JUIGONIA 1HOUSE. .
Fig. 5A—C Images taken from the 1906—1907 catalogue. Fig. 7 Press, Volume LXVI, Issue 13906, 3 December 1910, Page 8.
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Nairn’s published their most monumental (152 page)
catalogue in 1906 detailing 5,000 different species or
selections of plants, and probably kicking off the era of
comprehensive catalogues.

“Catalogues were magnificent affairs, text-books on
their own account.” (S. Charlie Challenger, 1960.)

Nairn and Sons are famously responsible for the
development and commercial introduction of the red
manuka plant, Leptospermum scoparium var. Nichollii
(Fig. 8; since 1920 the accepted name for this cultivar
became L. scoparium ‘Nichollsii’).

8419

Fig. 8 Botanical illustration of Leptospermum scoparium var. Nichollii.
Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, 1912, Vol. 138, Tab. 8419.

The story of this plant is an interesting one. The original
plant was said to be first found in 1898 by Mr W. P.
Spencer amongst white flowered manuka scrub on his
land at Chaney’s Corner, north Christchurch, and then
rediscovered in 1904. A Mr William Nicholls, a wool buyer,
visited Spencer’s property and obtained shoots of the
plant. He was wearing a flowering red sprig of this plant
on his buttonhole when he visited Nairn and Son’s nursery
and, upon the flower being recognised by the Nairn’s as
unique, was persuaded to provide some cuttings of the
plant. Although these cuttings failed, seeds were obtained
and germinated, with around 110 seedlings eventually
raised. Only seven of these had red flowers and the best
one was named for Mr Nicholls. Captain A. A. Dorrien-
Smith of the Scilly Isles introduced the plant to England

in 1908 after visiting New Zealand to collect many new
antipodean plants for his gardens on the islands and for
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export to London. The plant was then entered into the
International Flower Show at Chelsea in 1912 by Rev. A. T.
Boscawen of Cornwall where it won a gold cup for the best
novelty plant. Plant catalogues reveal that new cultivars
from progeny of this Leptospermum had been raised and
sold throughout New Zealand, Australia, and England

at least up until the 1950s. The red flower colouration

from this original parent has continued in more derived
descendants, many of which are still grown today.

“He was a Scotsman, carved out of granite, but in him
there was a love of flowers. He devoted much of his
attention to the beautiful deep red manuka ... Love

of beauty and hard work do not always go together,
but both were strong in Mr David Nairn.” (Prof John
Macmillan Brown, 1929.)

Following David Nairn’s death in 1916, a collection of
plants of the red manuka was gifted by the Nairn family
to the Christchurch Botanic Gardens in honour of his
involvement with the breeding of the plant.

The management of the
Christchurch business was
thereafter taken over by
Robert Nairn (Fig. 9-10).
The eldest Nairn son, Jack,
had moved to Palmerston
North to set up on his own
business. There he built
glasshouses and found

a penchant for growing
indoor grapes, tomatoes,
and cucumbers. Jack’s
sons continued with that
successful line of business.

A Well educated and

enthusiastic on all things
botanical, geographical,
and historical, Robert’s
knowledge and
management of plants was
said to be second to none by his fellow nurserymen, and
he loved to teach and pass on his knowledge to others.
Robert was active in many horticultural societies and
served as President of the Association of New Zealand
Nurserymen in 1920.

Fig. 9 Robert Nairn. Star
(Christchurch), Volume XLIV,
Issue 332, 27 January 1932,
Page 5.
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Fig. 10 Robert Nairn in the original nursery. The City Beautiful,
20 June 1934.



Throughout his time as head of the firm, general stock
and novelties raised at the nursery were sent around the
world, including to Australia and Great Britain. In 1939
Robert Nairn made a trip around the British Isles to “widen
the interest of the firm”. It was a prosperous period for

the business, with many plants imported (Fig. 11), sold
domestically (Fig. 12), and also exported.

“Gardening, the Pastime of Kings,
and the Choice of Philosophers’’

—Sir W. Temple
With the approach of the planting season, we
desire to inform the horticultural public that we
bave, during the last few months, made the
dorticnitural centres of the world subject to
our demands, resulting in the largest importation
of plant novelties ever meon in the Dominion.
Thene are nicely established, And are worthy of
sn inspection. In addition, wo offer an immense
stock of all kinds of plants, strong and well
grown. Theee tnclude:
AZALEA MOLLIS, PONTICA AND JAPONICA.
These in 50 mamed varieties and a very choice
saloction.

FLOWERING SHEUBS of overy description. In
these we hold & promier position.
ROSES, including the choicest varieties in

commorce.
PURPLE BEECH—Of *his handsome follage plant
we hold a very fine lot, and agk for inspoction

of same.

HEDGE PLANTS—Among hodge plants wo had tke
honour of {ntroducing to the N.Z. public the now
much-sdmired LONICERA NITIDA. Our stock
numbers several thousands, and among others we
have a very specia! line of a Privot called PRIVET
PUBESCENS, this the chofcest, daintiest and
AZALEA MOLLIS BEEDLINGS, mixed colours; closest growing of all this family.

set with flower buds. OLEARIA FORSTERII & OLEARIA TRAVERSIIL
BHODODENDRONB, choico The last d tho famons
bybrids,  iocluding  reds, Ohatham  Island  Ake-Ake,
crinmons, ploks and whites. suitable for growing close to
“OD?DL“‘O“!"':"“;:': the seaside, and not affected
species: many of the By e Wl Wy

not procurabls  elsewhere.

CLEMATIS, siroug pleussi FRUIT TREES {n abundance,

in purple, mauve, lavender phyis s i

Al WAt peaches, mectarines, apricots,
plums, currants,

JAPANESE Tl-sl; P?O»
NTE. ne ot,
e quinces, grape vines, etc., etc.

In best varieties

P.B.-On May 29th, 1870, Naim &
8Bons started thelr business on
Lincoln Road; on the 29th of this
month we celebrate our Jubilee.
‘Wo will be pleased to see you on
that date, and accept your con-
gratulations ‘and good wishes.

1/- in the £ disconnt for Cash.

NAIRN 8 SONS

LINCOLN ROAD - - CHRISTCHURCH TELEPHONE 241

Fig. 11 Press, Volume LXV, Issue 19620, 16 May 1929, Page 6.

HIGH GRADE NURSERY STOCK.

'30 THOUSAND CUPRESSUS
MACROCARPA

S

\VE offer the Best Line of Cupressus
Macrmarpa ever grown xn our

-The whole of which are box ngWﬂ
and ‘equal in quality to the oest two-
)ear-om plants. ‘

. Experience has proved that box
grown, which nave been pricked off
end ‘spaced to about 56 in a box, give
the most satisfactory results.

Seldom are there deaths from such.
dling, even when set out during a
“hot spell.

Pnce 20/- per 100, or £7 105 per
ihousand, 1/- in the £ discount for
on the zabove.

NAIRN and SONS,
Lincoln road,
CHRISTCHURCH.
i P .S Nairn and Sons established 1n
=~ -1879, and still retain their youth-
4 tul outlook.

"‘YL

Fig. 12 Press, Volume LXXII, Issue 21885, 11 September 1936,
Page 1.

Closer to home, “Very many of the trees and shrubs in
the Christchurch parks were reared by the Nairns, and
very many were given to the city by the firm,” as The
Press newspaper reported in 1935. They also wrote that
“Mr James Young, during his 20 years as Curator of the
Botanic Gardens, chose freely from the extensive stocks
of the Lincoln Road nursery, taking shrubs of all kinds and
many novelties to furnish the gardens under his control.
Beside the Christchurch gardens, many other public
gardens in Australia and New Zealand have bought from
Nairn and Sons.”

In 1924, a special collection of trees from the nursery was
donated and planted at Barrington Park. Of those included
were “a weeping elm, a horizontal elm, a weeping ash,

a weeping golden ash, a Kilmarnock willow, a weeping
rowan, a weeping birch, a horizontal thorn and a weeping
thorn.”

It was also noted by botanists that the only ginkgo tree
known to have fruited in New Zealand at that time was one
at Nairn’s nurseries in 1937 at the age of fifty.

Robert Nairn delivered the 1932 annual Banks Lecture

to the New Zealand Institute of Horticulture on “The Early
History of Horticulture in New Zealand,” showcasing his
interest and knowledge in the development of horticultural
practices in New Zealand as well as the efforts of his fellow
nurserymen. Robert died in 1938 at the age of 78 leaving
no further family.

William John (‘Jack’) Humm
(Fig. 13) next managed
the nursery, which by this
time had dropped the “and
Son” part of its name. Jack
Humm had worked at the
nursery since 1900 and was
still there 60 years later. He
started out in the delivery
and despatch unit (Fig. 14)
before becoming nursery
foreman and overseeing a
staff of thirty. Jack Humm
bred and introduced many
selections of crab apples.
Forty different crab apples
and flowering apples were
developed between 1900
and 1950, and one early
success produced was

the cultivar ‘Sir Heaton Rhodes’ in 1925. He also named
new yellow selections after David Nairn and Robert

Nairn as well as a crimson ‘Nairn’s Centennial’ and one
after himself, a red called ‘Jack Humm'. The business

still traded strongly in floristry too (Fig. 15). In 1958 it

was noted that the nursery made about eighty-five floral
wreaths a day. To help with the demand, cut flowers were
kept in cool stores to keep them fresh.

Fig. 13 W. J. Humm. Press,
Volume LXXV, Issue 22722,
29 May 1939, Page 14.

Fig. 14 Arthur Collett, an apprentice, standing next to a Ford van
belonging to Nairn & Sons, with tools on the ground beside him,
outside a workshop, probably Canterbury Region. 1919. Williams,
Edgar Richard, 1891-1983: Negatives, lantern slides, stereographs,
colour transparencies, monochrome prints, photographic ephemera.
Ref: 1/4-121137-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington,

New Zealand. https://natlib.govt.nz/records/32056842.
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Engage Nairn's Floral Service
When you "Say it with Flowers

izite bl ond thair tostedul
7

 You will derive pl » from the oxg
A orrongoment.

£
ARTISTIC FLORAL rl
EMBLEMS |

Our FLORAL DEFY. s rocognised os |
ono of the mar ethicient in the Dom-
Inion. We have o steld of skilled tloral
ortists who ere copoblo of ecreating
tloral emblams that are axpressive and
ot the same timo distinctiva, Notural
flowers only are umd. Artilitiol ones,
we maintain, are meconingbuse.

From ' tiese immaemoriol flovers hove
been used es o medium of edsnvaying
hamon sentimant, ond we would be |
ploosed te have tho opportunity of
plocing our seevice at your ditposal, N

RING, WRITE, OR ULTTER STILL,
CALL. :

INTERIOR
DECORATION
The uso of plans for intarior
decoration is eoch yoar bocom-
ing more popular, We have
mado provision for this. by
growing thousands of beauti-
ful plants in pots, Those may
be hired and maintained at a
nominal figure. Give us a ring
and our docorator will coll and

give advice free,

At present we have over
700 plants on hire for decoro-
tive purposes. Thase facts
speak for themselves.

PROMPT AND REGULAR DELIVERIES ...

* Vlowrer, olpnis anid
thndm o dotiiored
petvrotly 10 all peets
o tra ¢ily and e
mwriig Al ...
w0 horeg o wos) b~
N flom ot con
which ke repdor
dnliworion
Throwah  Velstiuwey
wo slsc serd flovare
0 Ay gt b the

Weeld,
.
TELEFLOWER TROPHY FOR 1955:36 SEASONZ AND
MEDAL WINNERS AT CANTERRURY HORTICUL.
PRIZE WINNERS 0 = rURAL SOCINTY PLOWER ZNOWS VOR MANY

TEARS- (OUR FINST PRIZE WAS IN 18820

NAIRN'S NURSERIES Ltd.

Est, 1879 LINCOLN ROAD, CHRISTCHURCH . Est. 1879

W. J. HUMM, A.H.R.I.H.[N.Z.}, Manager _ PHONE 64-139

@ For“aver 78 years NAIRNS NURSERIES have boon the headquartors
for haerdy trocs, shrubs, omamantel plants and roscs. Hoch yeer we
send novelties te ell ports of NEW ZEALAND and the World.

Fig. 15 Press, Volume XCV, Issue 28208, 21 February 1957, Page 9.

Humm was assisted at the nursery by his own two sons,
his daughter, and several highly trained and long serving
employees. He was also a leading authority on horticulture
in his time and involved closely in many national and
regional organisations.

Nairn’s nursery grew to be one of the most important
nurseries in the country. Operations appear to have
ceased in the late 1960s when land it occupied was bought
for new motorway developments. Nairn Street in Spreydon
(formerly Edenbridge Street), off Lincoln Road, was named
in 1948 in honour of David Nairn and the iconic nursery he
founded.
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