Louis-Auguste Deschamps (1765 – 1842)

B

orn on 22 August 1765 in Saint-Omer in
northern France, Louis-Auguste Deschamps
was the son of Louis-Joseph-Auguste Deschanps de
Pas (1731–1811), adviser to the bailiwick and civil
court judge of Saint-Omer. His mother was Marie
Louise Rosalie Dubois. After graduating in medicine
from the University of Duai, Deschamps was a
physician in the hospital at Saint-Omer until 1791,
when he joined the expedition to search for the
overdue ships of La Pérouse. In command of La
Recherche and L'Espérance, Bruny d'Entrecasteaux
was charged with carrying out hydrographic and
scientific work as well as scouring the myriad
islands dotting the southwest Pacific. Labillardière
was the most senior of the five naturalists and the
leading botanist; Deschamps' responsibilities were
the mammals, birds, fish and insects.

Deschamps, probably the only Royalist among the
scientists, was in no hurry to return home. He was
interested in the local language, flora and fauna, and
accepted Governor van Overstraten's invitation to
stay and make a three-year natural history survey
of Java. He remained in the Dutch colony for almost
nine years "in the interest of science". During his
extensive travels he encountered the Upas tree in
the forests of eastern Java and confirmed the
deadliness of its resin when used on weapons.
Later he settled in Batavia (Jakarta) as a physician.
He began work on a flora of Java and is credited as
the discoverer of Rafflesia, the rare "corpse flower",
collecting and recording what is now known as
Rafflesia patma. Unfortunately his notes, papers,
drawings and botanical specimens – eleven years of
research – were lost on his return to France in
1803, seized as war booty by the Royal Navy in the
English Channel. Years later the manuscripts and
some specimens turned up in a London sale and
were donated in 1861 to the British Museum
(Natural History). The specimens were not seen
again.

After circling Australia the ships made for northern
New Zealand, the Kermadec group (discovered and
named after the ailing captain of L'Esperance),
Tonga, New Caledonia and the Santa Cruz islands.
They sighted but did not land on Vanikoro, where
La Pérouse had in fact been wrecked. As weather,
illness, exhaustion and death took its toll, the
expedition limped to Surabaya, Java, in late October
1793. There its members heard of the shocking
situation in France, and its war with much of
Europe. The Dutch Governor of Java treated the
ships' companies as prisoners of war, and the
vessels were sold to pay for their medicines and
food. The Royalist officers were the first allowed to
leave, and eventually the savants and 32 crewmen –
but not before tropical Java had claimed more lives,
including steward Louise (Louis) Girardin, who
succumbed to dysentery on 18 December 1794, just
one day into her journey home. It is claimed that of
the 218 men and one woman who had sailed from
Brest in 1791, 99 did not return.

Deschamps settled down as a surgeon in his hometown, but continued his interest in botany. In 1809
the French botanist Nicaise Auguste Desvaux
(1784-1856) proposed the new name Champia for a
genus of warm, temperate and tropical algae,
acknowledging Deschamps' seaweed studies in the
East Indies. The wide-ranging grass Deschampsia
was named in his honour by Palisot de Beauvois
(1784–1856) in 1812. Both genera are represented
in New Zealand by several species. It seems that in
the 1830s Deschamps exported live plants such as
cacti and orchids from Mexico to sell in Europe, and
Fuchsia fulgens was another popular introduction.
Louis-Auguste Deschamps died in Saint-Omer on
25 February 1842, at the age of 76.

Champia laingii
Champia, named for French surgeon-naturalist
Louis Auguste Deschamps (1765–1842), is a
genus of seaweeds with hollow, mucus-filled
stems divided by septa. Of the 40 or so species
scattered across subtropical to warm
temperate regions, five are found in New
Zealand. Champia laingii is small prostrate
seaweed up to 3 cm high, with irregularly
branched finger-like stems, the internal
diaphragms prominent and appearing as evenly
spaced transverse stripes. Bright pink, blue or
green in colour, and iridescent when in water,
in New Zealand it is found on rock in sheltered
intertidal pools on open coasts of the North
Island, northern South Island and Chatham
Islands.
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