Alire Raffeneau Delile (1778 – 1850)

A

lire Raffeneau Delile was born in Versailles,
France, on 23 January 1778 , a decade before
the start of the French Revolution. His father Jean
Baptiste Elie Delile was equerry to King Louis XVI
and a member of the Egyptian Society, and his
mother Catherine (née Bar) served Queen Marie
Antoinette. High marks in a competitive assessment
secured Alire's admittance to the Écoile de Santé
(Academy of Health) in Paris where he was
apprenticed to Dr Brunyer, a physician at Versailles,
and spent his free time wandering in the neglected
gardens and conservatories of the nearby Trianon.
In 1896 he entered the Paris medical school, and
influenced by botanists Louis Guillaume Lemonnier
and René Louiche Desfontaines, he transferred his
focus to plants.

Delile started work on his Egyptian collections but
suffered from depression – his country was in
turmoil and he needed a change. Napoleon, who had
declared himself First Consul for life, offered him a
foreign assignment as vice-consul of trade in
Wilmington, South Carolina; Delile accepted and
combined his official duties with botanical research
until 1806, when he moved to Philadelphia and
worked with the physician Dr Benjamin Barton at
the Pennsylvania Hospital. He resumed his medical
studies there and continued at Columbia College in
New York City, attaining his medical degree in May
1807 with a thesis on tuberculosis.
Recalled to France soon afterwards, he finished
editing his Flore d’Égypte, which was published in
1813, and a work on the grasses of North Carolina
(1815). He returned to medical practice until 1819,
when he was appointed professor of medical
natural history at the University of Montpellier.
During this time he corresponded with botanists
worldwide and worked on his collections. His
publications, which were many and diverse,
included Description de l'Egypte with engravings
made from casts of the Rosetta Stone. In 1832 he
was given the additional role of director of the
botanical garden in Montpellier, and he remained at
the university until his death in 1850, leaving
manuscripts for further works.

Although still only twenty years old, he was
appointed to the team of scientists and scholars
who accompanied Napoleon Bonaparte on his
invasion and occupation of Egypt in 1798–1801. He
collected algae, fungi, bryophytes, ferns and seed
plants, including papyrus and the sacred lotus, on
the coast of the Red Sea, along the Nile Valley and in
the desert, and cultivated many of them in the
grounds of a villa in Cairo. He was also interested in
the ancient agricultural methods, and with his older
brother Arien Raffeneau Delile, an engineer on the
expedition, made a cast of the Rosetta Stone to
enable study of its hieroglyphics. After the French
fleet was destroyed in the Battle of the Nile and
British troops entered Cairo, Delile managed to
leave with most of his collections, but they were
confiscated when the ship was intercepted.
However, the English admiral relented and in
November 1801 Delile arrived back in France with
his valuable plant specimens. The original Rosetta
Stone went to Britain.

He was named Cavalier of the Legion of Honour in
1819 and a member of the Egyptian Institute in
1821. The genera Lilaea of the Juncaginaceae
(arrowgrass family), Delilia of the Asteraceae (daisy
or composite family) and Raffenaldia of the
Brassicaceae (cabbage family) were named in his
honour. By association he is also commemorated in
Lilaeopsis of the Apiaceae (carrot family).

Lilaeopsis novae-zelandiae
The genus Lilaeopsis (Greek 'resembling
Lilaea') comprises 15 species of small wetland
or aquatic herbs of temperate America and
Australasia. Lilaeopsis novae-zelandiae, often
known as the tape-measure plant, is native to
New Zealand. It is a coastal plant associated
with brackish habitats and is almost identical
to inland populations of Lilaeopsis ruthiana.
The creeping rhizome bears tufts of cylindrical,
segmented, fresh green "leaves", forming
dense mats up to 15 cm high and 50 cm across,
varying in size according to habitat. The buds,
with each petal outlined in white, open to
small whitish flowers in stalked clusters. The
stem of the umbel bends over when the seeds
are ripe, essentially planting them in the mud.
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