Charles Louis Prat-Bernon (? – 1817)
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But a few days have elapsed since our departure,
and I have already to communicate a melancholy
event, which neither the extraordinary skill of our
surgeon [Gaimard] nor the attention of his worthy
assistant [Gaudichaud] have been able to prevent.
I have promised you an account of everything
remarkable that may happen to us, mournful as the
circumstance is which I have now to record, I must
not pass it over in silence. We lighten our sorrows by
recounting them.

hen Louis de Freycinet sailed in L'Uranie from
Toulon, France, on 14 September 1817 to
circumnavigate the world and conduct scientific
exploration, he smuggled on board his wife, Rose
Marie, who accompanied him, illegally, for the
whole voyage – a breach of the regulations that was
eventually overlooked. One of twenty officers in the
ship's complement of more than a hundred men,
midshipman Charles Louis Prat-Bernon became ill
shortly after departure and died at sea on 7 October
1817, within sight of Gibraltar. The following
obituary, written the next day by the expedition's
draftsman and artist Jacques Arago (1790–1855) as
one of a series of letters to a friend, is an indication
of the esteem in which the young man was held:

Scarcely had M. Prat-Bernon, midshipman of the first
class, bidden a sad adieu to has native land, when he
bade a still sadder to the companions whose toils and
whose glory he had hoped to share. Beloved by his
equals for his amiable, kind and indulgent disposition,
esteemed by his superiors for his attainments and his
modesty, he yesterday quitted a life that he ennobled
by useful labours, and by qualities of which any
honest man might be proud.
If the apparatus of death shock the eye in our cities,
how much more deeply is the heart afflicted on board
a vessel, amid the wide ocean, by the sight of the
mournful preparations that succeed the last moments
of a fellow-creature. Here every thing contributes to
redouble the horror of the situation – the doleful
silence of the affected crew, – the discouragement
expressed in every face, – the fear of a similar fate,
because there is nothing to divert the mind from the
present scene, – and above all the monotonous
murmur of the water ready to engulf its prey. When a
man expires in the bosom of his family, his friends are
about him, their tears tell him how sincerely he is
regretted, and his remains will be deposited in a place
where all who love him may scatter flowers over his
grave. Here a man falls sick, suffers and dies, a sheet
envelopes him; the waves open – they close again –
nothing is left of him but the remembrance of his
virtues or his vices.

On the last leg of the voyage L'Uranie struck a reef
when approaching the Falkland Islands and was
eventually run ashore, necessitating an extended
stay until a replacement vessel became available.
For ten weeks Gaudichaud salvaged what he could
of his sodden botanical specimens and collected
plants in the surrounds. Pratia repens, one of three
new genera he described in 1825, honours the
young naval officer Prat-Bernon. However,
Gaudichaud was not the first to discover plants of
that genus. In 1769 on Cook's Endeavour voyage
Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander had collected (in
flower) at Anaura Bay what George Forster in 1825
described as Lobelia angulata and was for many
years known as Pratia angulata.

Lobelia angulata
Lobelia, a widespread genus of around 350 species, is
named after the Flemish botanist and physician to King
James, Matthias de l'Obel (Lobelius). Twelve species are
native to New Zealand. Lobelia angulata ('angled'),
commonly known as pratia or pānakenake, is a vigorous,
free-flowering creeping herb occurring in a wide range of
habitats throughout the country, from lowland forest to
montane grassland. It often forms dense patches of
slender interlaced stems and usually thick, rounded
shallow-toothed leaves. The white flowers, irregular in
shape and variable in size, usually have two petal lobes at
the top and three below. They appear over several
months in summer and the slender stalks elongate as the
shining purplish-red berries ripen.
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