Alfred James Ewart (1872 – 1937)

A

lfred James Ewart was born on 12 February
1872 at Toxteth Park, Liverpool, England, the
second of four sons of Edmund Brown Ewart, of
Scottish descent, and his wife Martha (née
Williams). He was educated at the Liverpool
Institute where his father was a lecturer in
chemistry, and matriculated with high honours in
the University of London examinations. He then
entered University College, Liverpool, and
graduated BSc with first-class honours in botany. As
a demonstrator in botany, he made his earliest
original researches in plant physiology, and
published two papers in the Transactions of the
Liverpool Biological Society (1894, 1895). Awarded
a research scholarship, he worked under the
leading European plant physiologist Wilhelm
Pfeffer at the University of Leipzig and graduated
PhD (Leipzig) in 1896. An extension of the
scholarship enabled him to study tropical aspects of
his work at Buitenzorg (Bogon) Botanical Garden in
Java, under Melchior Treub.

He was elected a fellow of the Royal Society and of
the Linnean Society of London, and a foreign
member of the Czechoslovak Botanical Society,
Prague, and although he held important posts in
Australia it is said that he may have been more
involved locally, but for some administration
controversies and his "somewhat choleric
disposition". Ewart's first marriage was dissolved in
1929, and on 9 February 1931 he married Elizabeth
Bilton, a 34 year-old teacher. He died of coronary
vascular illness on 12 December 1937, survived by
his second wife and two sons of his first marriage.
His name has been commemorated in taxonomic
botany by the genus Ewartia, a small Australian
group in the Asteraceae, or daisy family, which was
described by Swiss botanist Gustav Beauverd in
1910. The single New Zealand species now known
as Ewartothamnus sinclairii was once classified in
this group.

Returning to England in 1897, Ewart was awarded
the degree of DSc, London and appointed deputy
professor of botany at Mason College, Birmingham.
From mid-1898 he spent two years as an extension
lecturer and research scholar at Oxford, continuing
his work on the physiology of plants and translating
into English Pfeffer's three-volume Physiology of
Plants. At St Paul's Church, Oxford, on 17 December
1898 he married Florence Donaldson, and in 1900
they returned to Birmingham where Ewart was
appointed science master at King Edward's School.
From 1902 he was also lecturer in botany at the
Municipal Technical School, and in 1904 he became
lecturer in botany and plant physiology at the
University of Birmingham. During this period he
published his important contribution to botanical
literature On the Physics and Physiology of
Protoplasmic Streaming in Plants.
In 1906 Ewart took up the dual appointment of
foundation professor of botany at the University of
Melbourne, Australia, and government botanist, a
position that entailed half of each day spent at the
university and the other half at the National
Herbarium in the Botanic Gardens. He was
immediately involved in taxonomy, in which he had
not previously published, and soon became a
leading authority on the Australian flora, both
native and introduced, publishing some 154
scientific papers, mostly botanical, but also on
agricultural and veterinary problems, a book on
Weeds, Poison Plants and Naturalized Aliens of
Victoria (1909), The Flora of the Northern Territory
(1921) and later Flora of Victoria (1990).
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Ewartothamnus sinclairii
Honouring both Alfred James Ewart and Andrew Sinclair,
Ewartothamnus sinclairii (syn. Gnaphalium sinclairii,
Ewartia sinclairii) has previously been aligned to several
different genera. Superficially similar to Anaphalioides, it
has silvery-white hairs covering all parts of the plant
except the daisy-like florets, which are small and in loose
clusters. It is naturally uncommon in rocky gorges or on
steep, rubble-strewn slopes in the upper Awatere and
Wairau valleys of Marlborough.
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