Amelia Warren Griffiths (1768 – 1858)

A

melia Warren Rogers was born on 14 January
1768 in Pilton, north Devon, the elder daughter
of John Rogers, gentleman, and his wife Emily (née
Warren). Amelia probably had governesses to teach
her reading and communication skills, and may
have engaged in the usual feminine pastimes of
needlework, music and drawing – enough to attract
a husband! In 1794 she married the Reverend
William Griffiths of Oxford, clerk and rector of the
Parish of St Edmunds, Salisbury. They moved to
Cornwall, where he was vicar of St Issey from 1794
until his death in mysterious circumstances in 1802
(deemed accidental) when horse riding. Amelia,
with their five young children, left Cornwall for
Devon, living first at Ottery St Mary before settling
in the seaside town of Torquay in 1829 to continue
her favourite pursuit – the study of seaweeds.

Amelia Griffiths maintained her passion for
seaweeds until well into her eighties, and died in
Torquay on 4 January 1858, aged 89. Her studies
raised awareness of the diversity of marine plant
life and made her one of the first women to be
recognised for her contribution to science. In 1845
she was elected a full member of the Torquay
Natural History Society, which later became
Torquay Museum. Beautiful examples of her
specimens are held there, and at Kew and Exeter,
many retaining their original bright colours. Her
daughter Amelia Griffiths also collected plants in
Devon and was a member of the Botanical Society of
London; her British fungi drawings are held at the
British Museum.

By the end of the 18th century natural history was
becoming a fashionable study for women who had
male relatives or friends to introduce and teach it,
and the health benefits of seaside air were being
promoted. Seaweeds and shells, fishes and ferns
were the focus of popular new outdoor pursuits for
those who could afford it. But Amelia Griffiths was
no mere beachcomber. She not only collected and
preserved nearly 250 seaweed species during her
lifetime, she also tried to identify them, and as many
had not then been adequately described and named,
she devised her own nicknames for them. She
corresponded with male enthusiasts, giving
generously of her specimens and scholarly studies,
and became a very good friend of leading algologist
William Henry Harvey. In 1817 the Swedish
botanist Carl Agardh named a genus of red seaweed
Griffithsia as a compliment to "the highest authority
I know of in Algology", and when Scottish naturalist
David Landsborough toured England he made a
point of visiting her. A frequent companion on her
collecting forays, Mary Wyatt (1789-1871) was a
servant in the Griffiths household before becoming
proprietor of a Torquay souvenir shop. Harvey
encouraged Mary to prepare books of pressed and
named seaweeds to sell, and with Amelia's
assistance the four-volume Algae Danmonienses
(Seaweeds of Devon) containing 236 specimens was
produced between 1833 and 1841. It is unknown
how many copies were made, but they were used as
identification aids for many years. Harvey's 1849
Manual of British Algae required constant
correspondence with Griffiths, then in her late
seventies, and was dedicated "To Mrs Griffiths of
Torquay, Devon, a lady whose long-continued
researches have, more than those of any other
observer in Britain, contributed to the present
advanced state of marine botany." To a Belfast
correspondent he wrote, "She is worth ten thousand
other collectors."

Griffithsia antarctica
Griffithsia is a large, widespread genus of red algae, with
five species reported from New Zealand. Griffithsia
antarctica grows up to 12 cm high with dichotomously
divided branches of a crisp texture, the colour bright,
clear pink. Attachment is by clustered rhizoids. Low
intertidal to subtidal, and epiphytic on open coasts, in
New Zealand the species is found in southern North
Island, South Island, Stewart Island/Rakiura and the
subantarctic islands. It was described by Harvey and
Hooker in The Botany of the Antarctic Voyage of H.M.
discovery ships Erebus and Terror, in the years 18391843s ... (1847). The type locality is Isla Hermite, Cape
Horn, Chile.
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