
Kew Gardens as Annotated by Simon
Pokagon: An Exploration Through an
Indigenous Lens

Kew Gardens, an iconic botanical garden in London, England, has a rich
history spanning over 250 years. Throughout its existence, the gardens
have attracted visitors from all walks of life, including the renowned
Potawatomi leader and author, Simon Pokagon.
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In 1880, Pokagon embarked on a journey to England, where he visited Kew
Gardens and meticulously documented his observations. His annotations,
written in his unique blend of English and Potawatomi, provide a fascinating
glimpse into the gardens through the eyes of an Indigenous American.

Kew Gardens Through Simon Pokagon's Lens

Pokagon's annotations reveal his keen interest in the botanical diversity at
Kew Gardens. He marveled at the vast collection of plants, including
tropical species, towering trees, and delicate flowers.

In his notes, Pokagon often drew connections between the plants he saw at
Kew Gardens and those he knew from his ancestral homeland in Michigan.
For example, he noted that the "Venus's Fly Trap" reminded him of a similar
plant found in the swamps of Indiana.

Beyond the plant life, Pokagon also observed the social and cultural
aspects of Kew Gardens. He commented on the large crowds of visitors,
the presence of royal guards, and the scientific research taking place at the
gardens.

Indigenous Perspectives on Plants and Nature
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Pokagon's annotations not only provide a unique historical record but also
offer valuable insights into Indigenous perspectives on plants and nature.
For Pokagon, plants were not merely objects of scientific study but held
cultural and spiritual significance.

He frequently referred to traditional Potawatomi beliefs and practices in his
annotations. For instance, he noted that the "Buffalo Berry" was used by
his people for medicinal purposes and that the "Indian Tobacco" was a
sacred plant used in ceremonies.

By sharing his Indigenous knowledge, Pokagon challenged the dominant
Eurocentric narratives surrounding botany and natural history at the time.

A Bridge Between Cultures

Simon Pokagon's annotations of Kew Gardens serve as a bridge between
Indigenous and Western cultures. They provide a unique opportunity to
explore the gardens from both a botanical and an Indigenous perspective.

By combining his personal observations with his cultural knowledge,
Pokagon created a rich narrative that transcends cultural boundaries and
promotes understanding between different worldviews.

Kew Gardens as annotated by Simon Pokagon is a remarkable historical
document that offers valuable insights into the intersection of science,
culture, and Indigenous knowledge. His annotations not only provide a
glimpse into the botanical diversity of the gardens but also challenge
conventional narratives and promote a more inclusive understanding of the
natural world.



Through Pokagon's annotations, we can appreciate the beauty and
importance of Kew Gardens from both a Western and an Indigenous
perspective, fostering dialogue and cross-cultural exchange.
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