Christian Friedrich Ecklon (1795 – 1868)

C

hristian Friedrich Ecklon was born in Aabenraa,
Schleswig-Holstein, Denmark, on 17 December
1895, the son of Catharina Maria Kruhl (17701808) and Lorenz Christian Ecklon (1763-1811), a
butcher. Orphaned as a teenager, he began an
apothecary apprenticeship at Kiel, where physician
and botanist Dr A W Neuber taught him Latin and
botany, and encouraged him to qualify. With a good
knowledge of the local plants, Ecklon travelled to
South Africa in 1823, and worked for four years as
an assistant apothecary and then a pharmacist.
Despite frail health and limited means, he botanised
on Table Mountain and around Cape Town looking
for plants of medicinal value in his spare time, until
his enthusiasm led him to rely entirely on the
precarious sale of natural history specimens,
especially botanical, for support. In 1827 he sent a
mass of material to Europe to be made up in sets
and sold to subscribers to the Unio Itineraria, a
Württemberg botanical society, and the next year
he sailed himself, with a further supply. His already
extensive herbarium was to prove valuable to Otto
Wilhelm Sonder and William Henry Harvey for the
Flora Capensis (1860-65).

Danish War over Schleswig-Holstein, and the clean
sweep of all things Danish, deprived him of his
meagre pension, although a few friends kept him
from starvation. The winter of 1868 was severe; he
consented to be moved to Somerset Hospital and
"physicked with strong soup and good wine", rallied
a little, and died there in December 1868, aged 73.
According to the International Plant Names Index
(IPNI), Ecklon named a total of 974 different genera
or species. Nearly 220 species with epithets such as
ecklonis, ecklonii, eckloniana, including the blue iris
Aristea ecklonii, now a weed in Australia and New
Zealand, were named in tribute to him. The genus
Ecklonia, represented in New Zealand by the brown
kelp Ecklonia radiata, was named in 1828 by Danish
botanist Jens Willen Hornemann (1770-1841),
professor of botany and director of the botanic
garden at the University of Copenhagen.

A small pension granted by the king of Denmark
encouraged Ecklon to return to the Cape, and in
1829 he joined forces with the German botanist
Karl Ludwig Philipp Zehyer (1799-1858). Ecklon
left by boat and collected in the eastern Cape, while
Zehyer went northwards by ox-wagon. Rejoining at
Cape Town, they prepared for their great expedition
to Kaffraria, the southeastern part of Eastern Cape.
It was to last nearly two years. As the collections
grew enormously, it was agreed that Ecklon should
return to sell them, and towards the end of 1832 he
left Cape Town with 38 cases of material, including
bulb seeds as well as plant specimens. At Hamburg
1833-38 he sorted five herbaria from the mass of
duplicates, and worked on their descriptive
catalogue of South African plants, Enumeratio
Plantarum Africae Australis. Part of the collection
went to Copenhagen, and part to the Kiel
herbarium. The University of Kiel recognised the
value of his laborious researches and conferred an
honorary doctorate on him.

Ecklonia radiata

Even before Ecklon's third time to South Africa in
1838 Zehyer had become disillusioned with the
partnership and started collecting on his own and
with others. Ecklon lost his enthusiasm due to poor
health and lack of funds, but still collected around
Cape Town, making up a collection of native
remedies for an exhibition, and occasional herbal
medicines for folk who preferred Kruiden to the
remedies of qualified practitioners. In 1863 he was
living in a small solitary house at Sea Point, which
due to the native plants brought with him, was
nicknamed "Botany Bay". The next year the Prusso-

Ecklonia occurs in warm temperate regions, dominating
extensive kelp beds in Australia, New Zealand, South
Africa and the northwestern Pacific. Only briefly exposed
at low tide, Ecklonia radiata has a branched holdfast,
smooth, cylindrical unbranched stipe and a flattened
blade with lateral lobes, the size varying considerably up
to a metre or more high. The golden brown blade is
variable in texture: some plants smooth with few
marginal teeth, others corrugated and sometimes spiny.
Intolerant of strong light, it is low intertidal to subtidal,
usually on rocky reefs on both sheltered and exposed
coasts. The type locality is Port Jackson, NSW, Australia.
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