Christiaan Hendrik Persoon (1761 – 1836)

B

orn at Stellenbosch in the Cape of Good Hope,
South Africa, on 1 February 1761, Christiaan
Hendrik Persoon was the third child and only son of
a German settler, Christiaan Daniel Persoon. His
mother, who died shortly after his birth, was
Elisabeth Wilhelmina Persoon (née Groenewald),
the daughter of a Dutch farmer. The children were
brought up in Cape Town and at the age of thirteen
Christiaan was sent to Germany to study theology at
Halle. After the death of his father the following
year (1776) the young Persoon remained in Europe.
He completed medical studies at Leiden in 1786 and
went on to the University of Göttingen to undertake
botanical research, and in 1799 was awarded a
doctorate from the Academy of Natural Sciences in
Erlangen.

Despite the difficulties of his physical isolation,
Persoon was recognised among the scientists of the
time, and in 1815 was elected a corresponding
member of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences,
an honour repeated by several other prestigious
organisations. His end-of-life financial problems
were partly alleviated in 1830 by the transfer to the
Dutch government (and later to Leiden) of his
extraordinary herbarium, for 800 guilders. After
Persoon's death at the age of 75, on 16 November
1836, his library and manuscripts were also moved
there.
The genus Persoonia, a group of small Australian
trees and shrubs, was named in his honour as early
as 1796 by English botanist and co-founder of the
Linnean Society, James Edward Smith, who was
awarded his medical degree from Leiden the same
year as Persoon. In 1826 Allan Cunningham found
toru in the Bay of Islands, New Zealand, and placed
it with the seventy or so Australian Persoonia
species. It remained there until 1975, when the new
genus Toronia was set up to accommodate it.
Persoonia is also the name of an international
mycological journal devoted to the taxonomy of
fungi, and the Christiaan Hendrik Persoon Medal is
the highest award made to members of the
Southern African Society for Plant Pathology.

In 1802 he moved to Paris where he practised as a
physician, living and working in the cramped
confines of sixth floor room in a poor area of the
city. Unmarried, reclusive and often financially
stretched, particularly in later life, he nevertheless
corresponded with other botanists, built up a
substantial library and herbarium, and devoted
himself to the study of fungi. The earliest of his
works, on illustrations of the fungi, was published in
three parts between1790 and 1793. These were
followed in 1795 by Observationes Mycologicae and
in 1801 two volumes of Synopsis Methodicae
Fungorum, which expanded considerably the work
begun by Linneaus and predated that of the
younger and better-known Swedish mycologist
Elias Magnus Fries (1794–1874). Then from 1805
to 1807 he published Synopsis Plantarum, a popular
work describing more that 20,000 species of plants,
while also extending his fungi classification.
Unfortunately, Mycologia Europaea (1822–28) was
not completed.

Toronia toru
The generic name is derived from the epithet
toru, of Māori origin, and the ending -onia to
suggest the affinity with Persoonia. Toru is
common in the north of New Zealand (but not
the Far North) to near Lake Taupo, in lowland
to low-montane forest and scrubland, on
infertile soils, including gumlands. It is a
densely leafy, low-branched tree to 12 metres
tall, with simple long, narrow, pointed leaves,
sometimes glowing bright red as they die. In
autumn narrow spikes of flower buds appear,
like tan suede among the green leaves, and
from mid-spring the thick sepals curve back to
show the yellowish lining. The fruit is fleshy,
plum-like, reddish to blue with a surface
bloom, usually containing one hard seed.
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