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Allan Cunningham (1791 – 1839) 
 

llan Cunningham was born on 13 July 1791 at 
Wimbledon, Surrey, England, the elder son of 

Allan Cunningham, a gardener from Renfrewshire, 
Scotland, and his English wife Sarah Dickin, who 
died in 1793 when their second son Richard was an 
infant. The boys were well educated at a Wimbledon 
preparatory school and the Reverend John Adams’ 
private academy in Putney. Allan then worked 
briefly in a solicitor’s office, but law did not appeal 
to him and in 1808 he left to become clerk to 
William Townsend Aiton, curator of the Royal 
Gardens, Kew, who was then completing work on 
the second edition of his father’s Hortus Kewensis.   
 
Cunningham's growing interest in plants and gift for 
science came to the notice of Robert Brown, Banks’s 
chief botanist; he was encouraged to further his 
knowledge, and in August 1814 he applied for the 
position of botanical collector. Banks later replied, 
“You have had the good fortune to be selected from 
among the very great number of Excellent young 
men who have been educated at the Royal Gardens 
of Kew under the Eye of their worthy director  
Mr Aiton not so much from any superiority you 
possess over many others in Botany or Horticulture 
as from a firm persuasion in Mr Aiton that you do 
excel in the qualities of honesty, sobriety, diligence, 
activity, Humility and Civility and that you will 
never lose sight for a moment of these Essential 
qualifications which above all other insure to a 
traveller Respect among Strangers & assistance 
from those in high office who have the power either 
of giving or withholding it.” [sic] 
 
On 29 October 1814 Cunningham sailed in HMS 
Duncan for Rio de Janeiro and collected for two 
years in Brazil before being sent to Australia in 

1816.  Accompanying exploration and surveys of 
New South Wales and other parts of coastal and 
interior Australia, he made extensive plant 
collections and valuable observations on the 
environment. In 1826 he left on a whaler bound for 
Kororareka in the Bay of Islands, where he won the 
respect of the Māori, and was guided on many forest 
excursions in the Far North. Among the new plants 
he discovered was the genus Alseuosmia with its 
fragrant fuchsia-like flowers, and in the Kawakawa 
valley a beautiful antique fern that Robert Brown 
named Loxsoma cunninghamii in his honour.  
 
After living with Māori and missionaries for nearly a 
year he returned to Sydney, and in 1827 became the 
first European to explore the Darling Downs and 
what is now Cunningham Gap. Returning to England 
in July 1831, he was elected a fellow of the Linnean 
Society, with his membership fee (a hearty £36) 
returned because of his contributions to science.  
He declined the post of colonial botanist and 
superintendent of the Sydney Botanic Garden, 
recommending his brother Richard instead, and 
spent the next few years working on his collection, 
adding his brother’s notes to his own and compiling 
a Flora of our Islands. When Richard was lost in the 
Australian outback in 1835, Allan took his place but 
resigned after only a few months, objecting to the 
menial nature of some of his duties. Collecting lured 
him to New Zealand again in 1838, and during his 
visit he gave William Colenso encouragement, 
instruction and equipment to help him pursue the 
scientific collection of New Zealand plants. When 
his health deteriorated he returned to Sydney to 
recuperate, and died of tuberculosis on 27 June 
1839, at the age of 47.   
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Loxsoma cunninghamii 
Loxsoma, from Greek loxos 'oblique'; zoma 
'band, girdle', refers to a band on the 
sporangium. Loxsoma cunninghanii, the only 
known species of the genus, is one of New 
Zealand’s living fossils. Confined to the Auckland 
province, growing in good light on streamsides 
and damp banks, its yellow-green fronds are 
often more than a metre tall. Leaf segments are 
smooth on top and in some forms are pale 
bluish-green underneath. Sporangia are crowded 
among numerous hairs on a spike that projects 
from a membranous cup-shaped indusium where 
a vein reaches the leaf margin. Loxomopsis of 
Central America, with three species, is the only 
representative of the Loxomataceae family 
outside New Zealand. 


