


TRIBUTE TO THE LATE MISS MURIEL TAIT

- Homage a feu Miss Muriel Tait

e Elogia Alla Memoria Della Signorina Muriel Tait

e Homenaje Postuma A La Senorita Muriel Tait

Miss Muriel Tait, one of the earliest and
oldest members of the Society, died in Oporto
in November 1978 at the age of 92. She wrote a
short account of the Camellias in her garden,
Quinta do Meio, in the International Camellia
Journal, 1, 2 (1964), but her garden was
noteworthy for the magnificent trees, shrubs
and bulbs, including an enormous Tulip-tree,
fine roses, cyclamens, nerines, crinums, leuco-
jums and so on.

Miss Tait came of one of the old Port
families of Oporto, and her father, William,
was an-amateur naturalist who wrote what is
still the best book on birds in Portugal. My
mother’s friendship with the Tait family started
at Roedean School, Brighton, to which Muriel,
her sister, Dorothy, and her cousin, Ruth (later
Mrs Hubert Jennings), went as girls, During
World War I Muriel volunteered and went to
Russia as a Red Cross nurse. Once when I was
staying with her, she showed me the letters
which she had written to her parents. She stayed
on for several months in Leningrad after the
outbreak of the Revolution, and her accounts
of the conditions of nursing there and of the
difficulties in getting from Russia ‘to Finland
and Sweden were most interesting.

After their parents died Muriel and her sister
stayed on in the Quinta do Meio and shared the
garden helped by two or three gardeners. Muriel
was tall and thin, and usually wore a Scotch
tweed coat and skirt- and stout brogue-style
shees. To give two examples of her kindness:
her cook has a clever but severely disabled son.

Muriel grew ‘Queen Elizabeth’ roses in quantity
from cuttings, and the proceeds from the sale of
these went into a fund for the education of this
boy. In 1974 when petrol was strictly rationed in
Portugal, Muriel gave up being driven about
herself so that her chaffeur could drive the crip-
pled boy to and from school each day. :

When I was quite small I was taken to meet
Miss Tait’s father at the Zoo in London. A year
or two before he had presented a wolf, which he
had kept as a pet in Oporto until it grew too big
(and ferocious?), to the Zoo, and he had come
to see whether it recognized him. Escorted by
the keeper, he and I went into the wolf’s cage
watched by a lot of surprised spectators; he
talked to it, but it showed no signs of recogni-
tion. Miss Tait’s uncle, Alfred, was an amateur
botanist, who introduced Narcissus triandrus
var. albus (Angel’s Tears) to cultivation. The
story goes that one spring he had marked where
some of these bulbs were growing; when the
bulbs had died down he set off one hot day with
his gardener and the gardener’s son, Angel. The
two older men needed to rest and sent Angel on
alone. He brought back the wrong bulbs and
burst into tears when they roused on him.

The Quinta do Meio stands on a steep slope
with a magnificent view of the River. Douro,
and has been bought to become a public park,
so that everyone will be able to enjoy the trees
and shrubs, which Muriel tended so well. B
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