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The gtory of John Goldieisillugrative of thelegion of amateur and semi-professiond European adventurers
who traveled into newly accessbleterritoriesin search of knowledge and, possibly, financid gain. Thelate
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were years of mgor discovery and an explosion of knowledge
but it was il possible for asngle individud to be competent in diverse disciplines.

John first saw light of day on 21% March 1793, His parents, William Goudie? and Janet McClure, lived
in the parish of Kirkoswald, about fifteen miles south of Ayr, on the west coast of Scotland, and, when
William died in 1813%, they had produced a family of four boys and two girls. As a teenager, John was
apprenticed as a gardener and he showed enough ability to gain employment at the Glasgow Botanic
Garden - ‘The Physc Garden'. It isinferred that it was during histime & the garden that he accumulated
much of his knowledge of botany. John dso had aflair for languages. He was conversant with Greek,
Frenchand Hebrew and he had a |east aworking knowledge of L atin. He evidently took |anguage courses
a Glasgow University but, possibly from lack of funds, he never registered for a degree®

While in Glasgow, John made the acquaintance of James Smith, a prominent locd florist, nurseryman and
botanist, and began spending time at his home, Monkwood Grove, near Minishant in Ayrshire. Whatever
the origind attraction was, it was James Smith’ s daughter who stole John's attention. In June of 1815, at
the age of 22, John married Margaret Smith. Although the marriage was to last over sixty years®, John
demondtrated his independence immediately. As soon as the wedding ceremony was over, he left, to go
to Edinburgh, for an interview and an examination for a postion as naturalist on an exploration of the
Congo. As luck would have it, John did not accompany what turned out to be an ill starred expedition
which lost most of its membersto fever.®

From hiswork at the Glasgow gardens John would have been familiar with the botany of North America
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and he determined to visit and collect for himsdlf. In 1817, he raised sufficient money to pay his passage
acrossthe Atlantic and to leaveasmall surplusfor expenses.” In June, 1817, John left Leith bound for New
Y ork but, encountering bad wegther, the ship diverted to Haifax where he debarked and began botanizing.
From Halifax he journeyed to Quebec and collected for a further two weeks. All the materid he had
collected was packed up and stowed in a ship bound for Greenock and John traveled on to Montredl.
Later he learned that the entire shipment had been lost.

InMontreal, John met and discussed his planswith the prominent botanist George Frederick Pursh, author
of thefirst North American flora, Flora Septentrionalis Americae, who was & the time collecting in the
region. Crossing the St Lawrence, John waked to Albany and there embarked, down the Hudson River,
to his origind destination, New York. It is possble that the pine barrens of eastern New Jersey were
known to John as arich source of plant life because he went directly to the area and began collecting. His
notes record that he assembled a considerable amount of materid “as large aload as my back would
cary”. With this collection, he traveled to Philadelphia, staying but a few days before returning to New
Y ork. Once again he packed up his roots, seeds and specimens for shipment to Scotland and once again
they were lost at sea®

With finances extremdy low, John took a job as a schoolmaster at the Mohawk River and stayed over
winter and into April of 1818. He returned to Montred, hoping to accompany traders on ajourney to the
north-west, but these plans fell through. Disappointed, he took another job, this time as a labourer. All
through the summer, he spent the weekends plant hunting and on one occasion explored a short distance
up the Ottawa River. In the fal, John packed up his latest collection and sent them to sea. One can only
imagine his mortification when, two months later, he learned that the ship had foundered in the St.
Lawrence. “Thusdid | lose thefruit of two years labour.”

During the next winter John earned a few dollars making flower designs and early in the new year
commenced labouring again. By June he had accumulated $50.00 and, with that amount more, borrowed
fromafriend, John set out on one more expedition.® Thisjourney, on foot, from Montred to Pittsburgh and
back, isdocumented in hissurviving daily journa which was reprinted by his grand daughter, Mrs Theresa
Goldie Fakner, in 1967.

Goldi€ sdiary, garting in early June and ending late August, provides arare glimpse of life in the sparsely
settled land around the Great Lakes. A man of average height for the time, brown eyes'® shaded by a hat
stuck with an assortment of insect specimens?, with a back-pack bulging with plant materia, and abook
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in each hand'2, John must himsdlf have been something of a curiosity as he strode, pipe in mouth, aong
the tracks that passed for roads. Some idea of his pace and stamina can be inferred. On 26™ June he
reached Toronto and immediately turned north long what is now Y onge Street. By evening he was eight
miles out of the town. Starting a 6am next day, he waked the remaining distance to Holland Landing.
“Having gone dowly”** he arrived in the evening of the 271!

As John had not stopped in Toronto but did take lodgingsfor aweek on the outskirts of ‘ the upper Landing
Place’ he likely had prior knowledge of the interesting fen and prairie habitats south of Lake Simcoe.
During his sojourn there he collected three of the fourteen plant species attributed to him as new to
science.® He noted that “If a person could spend a season here, they might expect to meet with many
plants not yet described' *°.

At 10 am., on the 5" July, John returned south, “I took it easy” he said and “stopped 12 miles from
Y ork.”*" John spent the next day in the town which he found to be quite underwhelming. “The harbour is
not a dl adapted to shipping. The bulrushes grow some feet above the water at near one hundred yards
distance from theland.” “Y ork isvery inferior in extent to Kingston... It can only be said, drictly spesking,
to possess one street for the cross ones scarcely yet deservethe name.”*® Such praise he had he reserved
for the road out of town. The previousweek, on histrip towards Lake Simcoe, he had written: “Thisisthe
best road that | have seen in Upper Canadaand, since | l&ft Y ork, there have been more wagonstraveling
the road than al those that | have seen since | left Montred ."°

By ship the trip to Niagara was just a few hours but John eected to continue on foot. He did however
forward the contents of his pack on a schooner which Iftinthe afternoon of the 7. Taking timeto collect
plants on the way, he himsdlf walked fifteen milesthat day. The next day, after walking about twenty-eight
miles he came to the western end of Lake Ontario and crossed the strand separating the lake from
Burlington Bay. It was here that he first saw the great plume of spray risng from the fdls a Niagara. “It
appeared very diginctly and asat no greet disance and incdmmornings & eveningsthe soundisdiginctly
heard a this place, which is thirty miles distant in adirect line”® He dept tha nightinan ‘Hotel’ at Stoney
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Creek. After staying afew days (12" -18™ July) at the Falls, John traveled to Fort Erie?. He crossed into
the United States, and headed for Pittsburgh, arriving there on the 2™ August.??

The summer of 1819 seems to have been particularly hot, for the daily highs were in the eighties and
nineties Fahrenheit. Typically hewalked twenty to thirty milesaday but he could go further. On 4™ August
hewrote: “I did not get away until after noon, and | traveled 42 miles.”> Only once does he record that
he rode in awagon; for twenty miles dong the shore of Lake Erie2* The mosguitos were a plague, black
flies were worse, and, at night in lodgings, the predations of bed bugs and fleas deprived him of deep.
Often, the‘road’ was nothing more than astrip with thetrees cut down, aternately dusty and muddy. Being
soaked by heavy summer thunder sormswas a daily event and, though he never did see one, John was
constantly anxious about being bitten by arattle snake.

Rittsburgh, then a city of some ten thousand, was civilization and the first places John visited were the
booksdllers. He stayed but one night in the city then packed up for the return to Montred. He needed to
be back by mid September to leave for Scotland. Departing Pittsburgh, a little before noon, on the 3¢
Augus, he arrived at Sackets Harbor®, on Lake Ontario, on the 25", He took a steamer across to
Kingston where he retrieved the materids he had forwarded aong the way.? He continued to Montredl,
embarked on a ship for Greenock, and got safely home with dl his specimens.

As something of a celebrity, John continued his association with the Glasgow Botanic Garden and there
met the young David Douglas™, some five years John's junior, who started at  the garden in 1820. He
developed a great liking and an admiration for this man who was to make such aname for himsdlf in later
years. John wrote an account of his travels and travails and arranged for the cultivation and scientific
description of his surviving specimens. In 1822, through the agency of William Hooker, “Description of
some new and rare plants discovered in Canada in 1819.” was published by the Edinburgh
Philosophica Society.?® One of the plants new to western botany was named, by Hooker, in Goldie's
honour, Aspidium goldianum (Now Dryopteris goldiana) and roots of this fern, brought from Canada,
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were propagated in the botanic garden.?

Although John sought sponsorship for areturn trip to North Americain 1823, hisnext trip wasin 1824 to
St Petersburg. He was appointed to assemble and transport a collection of plants, trees and shrubsto the
newly organized botanical gardeninthat city.* Six yearslater, in 1830, John made asecond trip to Russia.
It is probable that on both of these trips John returned with plant materid new to cultivation in Britain.
During the 1820's, John established hisown nursery businessat hishome, “Wrightfied”’, near Alloway, just
south of Ayr,3! and this, possibly stocked with species discovered on his travels, supported his growing
family.

John' sbrother, David, had immigrated to Montred and, in 1833, John decided on afamily visit. He landed
in New York and, on 29" June, in the company of Neil MacKinnon and David Newbiggin, traveled up
the Hudson River to Troy and thence, by way of the newly opened Erie Cand, duely arrived at Buffalo.3
In Niagara, they boarded the daily steam boat to Toronto from whence John went on doneto Montred.
Three weeks | ater, he returned to Toronto and, on the 25" July, Goldie and Newbiggin set out to examine
the land to the west of the city. Evidently John was|ooking to settle and set up business somewherein the
digtricts of London or Gore. It was then that word came that one of his brothers had died. Immediately
John abandoned his search for land and returned home.®®

Whatever hisplanswere, they were put on hold for adecade. John' sfamily was growing up and prospects
were not good in Scotland. In search of abetter life, hisedest sons, James and William, emigrated to the
United States in 1842, and John had to think of the future for his other six children.

One of hisfriends had emigrated to afarm close the village of Ayr, onthe Nith River, just afew milesnorth
of the growing mill town™® of Paris, Ontario. His friend, Thomas Fulton, had written of good land to be
procured inthearea. In 1844, at the age of 51, John sold up and thewholefamily set off acrossthe Atlantic
bound for Montredl. They went on, by water, to Hamilton, by wagon to Gat and findly by cart to arrive
late & night in the tiny settlement of Ayr. Johnimmediately rented |and nearby on which stood alog house.
In 1847, when the landlord, William Dixon, died, the Goldies purchased the property and named thefarm
‘Greenfidd’ in memory of a place near the old home in Scotland.®
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Although John’ straveling dayswere over, he il had morethan forty years, dmost another lifetime, tolive.
Successin thenew land wasfar from assured. The family had exchanged the oppressive socid inequalities
of Scotland for the physica hardships of pioneers. Just to survive the resources of the entire family had to
be brought to bear. Money was very short and it fell to son, James, who wasworkingin New York asa
gardener®’, to provided much of the cash needed for bridging loans and for keeping creditors at bay.

Aswdl as dearing land for farming and congtructing mills, much of which was done by hissons, John built
up anursery. In lettersto James, John was often asking for plant materia to be shipped up. Therewasaso
materia being exchanged with Britain. John sent rare and unusua Canadian plantsand received choice new
European cultivarsin return.®® He even managed to maintain acommunication with William Hooker, by then
Sr William, and, since 1841, the first director of the Roya Botanic Garden at Kew™. Despite his
enthusasm and knowledge, the nursery was never a mgor business success. Ayr was a long way from
customers who had the wedlth or the sophistication to want to grow anything other than a few fruit trees
and vegetables® It was the milling business which was to provide the foundation of the family’s success.

In January, 1854, the chimney of the log house caught fire and quickly reduced the Goldie hometo ashes.
Although most of the contentswere saved, John’ sbotanical notes, made on hisjourneysto North America
and Russia, were dl consumed. There seems to have been little sense of 1oss and soon a new and much
larger, brick, house was constructed. The new place cameto be known as Greenfiddd House or Greenfield
Manor.** The Crimea War of 1854-6, sent grain prices spirding and the family’s milling efforts began to
pay off. The American Civil War, afew years|ater, aso contributed to the family fortunes*? By 1859, son
David, had accumulated enough money to buy a partnership in afoundry in Gat and this investment was
to be the basis of his subsequent persona wedlth.

With John approaching his seventies, David began gradudly to take over management of the family
businesses. By 1861, David held titleto most of theland with John and hiswiferetaining the part containing
‘Greenfidd . Thefamily was prospering and John lived an active ‘ retirement’ . Johnwas dill gardening when
hiswife, Margaret, died in her 87" year, in 1876. When David built a grand house, overlooking the Nith
River in the village of Ayr, John, left *Greenfidld and moved in. Aged 91, he was 4ill able to plan the
landscaping for the ‘ Gore' and to supervise itsingdlation. As hislast horticulturd efforts took root, John
lived out his remaining time, in comfortable surroundings, cared for by children, grand children and great
grand children. Hefinaly died in hisdegp in duly, 1886, in his 93¢ year.®®
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