Daniel Curdie (1810 – 1884)

D

aniel Curdie was born on 9 January 1810 in
Slidderie, Isle of Arran, Scotland, to Donald
McKirdy and Mary (McKinnon) McKirdy, the sixth
son in their family of eleven. After his preliminary
education at the town of Ayr, he took his MA degree
at Glasgow in 1832, but resisted the expectation
that he become the fourth minister in the family
line. With financial help from his uncle, the
Reverend James Curdie, rector of St Anne's, Jamaica,
and later vicar of Henley-on-Thames ( who also
changed the family name to Curdie) he went on to
study medicine at Edinburgh University and
graduated MD in 1838.

When Irish algologist William Henry Harvey visited
Australia in 1854–55, he made several field trips
with Curdie, and in 1855 described the genus
Curdiea, named "in honour of Dr Daniel Curdie of
Tandarook, near Geelong, an early observer of the
Algae of Australia, and to whom I am indebted for
an interesting collection of Algae collected at the
mouth of the Glenelg River".
Visitors to Tandarook included New Zealand
ornithologist Charles Buller, and botanist Ferdinand
von Mueller, a personal friend, who stayed there in
1873. Both Curdie and his wife collected for him. In
1872 Curdie was a member of a government
expedition to Cape York to observe the total eclipse
of the sun; it was also an opportunity to study the
seaweeds. An eternal scholar and an insatiable
reader, he took a great interest in the Melbourne
University, and ensured his sons, daughters and
three orphaned nieces received a good education.
Dr Curdie died on 22 February 1884, aged 74,
leaving his widow, three sons and five daughters
(two died in infancy). Frances died in 1900, aged 71.

On 7 February 1839, with his nephew Daniel
McKinnon, he sailed for Australia in the Caledonia,
arriving in Sydney on 29 September 1839. The
government was offering land on liberal terms to
settlers, and Daniel decided that squatting might be
more lucrative than medicine. They overlanded up
to 700 miles to Port Phillip and camped with their
cattle on the site of the present Royal Botanic
Gardens, Melbourne. The best land was already
allotted, and Daniel Curdie pushed on and
established his homestead twelve miles south of
present-day Camperdown, naming it "Tandarook",
after a limestone hill which in the indigenous
language was a place where the underground
fungus known as native bread (Laccocephalum
mylittae) was found. For about eleven years he
combined squatting with the practice of his
profession, which often entailed long journeys on
horseback through the bush. He was particularly
noted for his considerate relationship with the
aboriginal people. In 1845 he followed Curdie's
River down to the sea to investigate the seaweeds,
and the estuary was called Curdie's Inlet after him.
He left on an extended visit to Britain and Europe,
sailing from Melbourne in the Constance on
7 February 1851 – "Black Thursday", when one of
the most devastating series of bush fires in
Australian history broke out. He recalled seeing
hundreds of birds driven out to sea by the heat and
smoke, and settling on the rigging. Many fell dead
on the deck, and he narrowly escaped a similar fate
himself when almost engulfed by moving ash on the
summit of Vesuvius. He met up with family, friends
and savants, and when continuing his study of
seaweeds in Scotland he discovered a new species.
Shortly before leaving for Australia he married
Frances (Fanny) Niel Purves, the daughter of James
Purves, a well-respected agriculturist at Thurdistoft
in Caithness, northern Scotland. They arrived in
Melbourne on 14 January 1854.

Curdiea
Curdiea is a southern hemisphere genus of about twelve
species of red algae, four of which are endemic to the
New Zealand region. Three are northern (one of them is
restricted to Manawatawhi/Three Kings Islands) and one
occurs from the southern North Island to New Zealand's
subantarctic islands.
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