William Henry Harvey (1811 – 1866)

B

orn on 5 February 1811 at Summerville near
Limerick, Ireland, the youngest of eleven
children, William Henry Harvey was the son of
Joseph Massey Harvey, a prosperous Quaker
merchant, and his wife Rebecca, née Mark. William
was educated at Newton, near Waterford, and the
Quaker school at Ballitore (1824–27), where the
headmaster James White encouraged his early
interest in natural history. He joined his father's
business by default, but it financed his botanical
studies, and the family's coastal summer home at
Miltown Malbay catalysed his interest in the lower
plants. In 1831 his discovery at Killarney of the rare
moss Hookeria laete-virens, until then unknown in
Ireland, led to friendship with William Jackson
Hooker and commissions to describe the algae for
the British Flora and John Townsend Mackay's Flora
Hibernica (1834). In his early twenties, William
Harvey was already immersed in his life's work.

After the death of his parents in 1831 and 1834 he
sought solace in travel. He went with his brother
Joseph to Cape Town in 1835, and when Joseph
became unwell and resigned from his post as
treasurer, William succeeded him. Spending his
days on official duties, early mornings collecting,
and late nights working on specimens, he published
his Genera of South African Plants (1838) and
Manual of British Algae (1841). In 1842 serious
illness forced his resignation and return home. He
convalesced in Ireland until 1844, when he was
appointed keeper of the herbarium of Trinity
College (University of Dublin). With facilities for
scientific research, more leisure time and vacations
at Kew, it suited him well; he was awarded an
honorary doctorate, elected a life member of the
Royal Dublin Society, and then professor of botany,
responsible for the Glasnevin Botanic Gardens and
delivery of botanical lectures. In 1849 he undertook
a lecture tour in the eastern United States, where he
was hosted by and became a friend of the foremost
American botanist Asa Gray.
Back in Dublin he completed Phycologia Britannica
in 1851, worked on Nereis Australis or Algae of the
Southern Ocean and began Nereis Boreali-Americana
on all known species of the North American algae;
the fifty colour plates, as always, he drew and
lithographed himself. He also studied specimens
sent by Darwin on the Beagle, later published in
Flora Novae Zelandiae. Granted extended leave, he
left in 1853 on a collecting expedition to the South
Pacific and Australasia. He was disappointed in the
shore life at Auckland, New Zealand, in July 1855,
but enlisted auditor-general Charles Knight, an able
collector and draughtsman, to send him drawings
and specimens of the smaller algae.
On his return, Harvey was elected professor of
botany at Trinity College, a fellow of the Linnean
Society (1857) and of the Royal Society (1858).
Despite failing health he published his monumental
works Phycologia Australica (1858–63) and
Thesaurus Capensis . His marriage on 2 April 1861
to a long-time friend, Elizabeth Lecky Phelps of
Limerick, ameliorated his lonely home life and he
continued to work diligently until the winter of
1865. Seeking a warmer climate, he and his wife
stayed with the widowed Lady Hooker at Torquay,
where he died of tuberculosis on 15 May 1866, at
the age of 55. A deeply religious, shy and modest
man, but expansive in his writing, he liked to
commemorate his friends and collectors in the
names of new plant genera. Bostrychia harveyi,
described in 1852 by Camille Montagne (1784–
1856), a French military physician and botanist, is
one of many seaweed species named after him.

Bostrychia harveyi
Bostrychia is a widespread genus of filamentous red alga,
often found in association with mangrove or salt marsh
habitats. Bostrychia harveyi, a small dull brown-red to
purple seaweed up to 8 cm high, is finely branched and
soft, with curled tips. Intertidal, epiphytic or epilithic, in
brackish to fresh water, it is a cool temperate southern
hemisphere species found in Corral, Chile (type locality),
South Africa, Australia and New Zealand.
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