Georg Eberhard Rumpf (1627 – 1702)

B

aptised on 1 November 1627 in Wölfersheim,
Germany, Georg Eberhard Rumpf, better known
as Rumphius, was the eldest son of August Rumpf, a
builder and engineer in nearby Hanau, and Anna
Elisabeth Keller from the Dutch-speaking border
district of Cleve. Rumphius was fluent in Dutch from
a young age and was well educated in Wölfersheim
and Hanau. Wanting to see the world, he enlisted as
a soldier and left on a Dutch ship bound for Brazil,
but ended up in Portugal where he travelled widely
for three years, observing nature and learning
Portuguese. Around 1649 he returned to Hanau to
help with his father's business, and after the death
of his mother in 1651 he left for the last time. He
joined the military branch of the Dutch East Indies
Company (VOC) and in December 1652 sailed for
Batavia (Jakarta). On the stopover at Cape Town he
botanised and collected bucketsful of Oxalis
corniculata, knowing that similar fresh vegetables
prevent scurvy. After a few months at Batavia, he
proceeded to the Ambon archipelago, then the
centre of the lucrative spice trade, and remained in
present-day Indonesia for the rest of his life.

In 1681 he was elected a member of the German
Academia Naturae Curiosorum (now Leopoldina),
and given the honorific title Plinius. His precious
library, collections and numerous manuscripts were
destroyed in the 1687 fire of Ambon. Undaunted, he
carried on, dictating from memory. By August 1697
everything was safely in the Netherlands, but
Rumphius did not see his work in print – he died at
Ambon on 15 June 1702, aged 75 years. His second
wife Isabella Ras predeceased him in 1689.
His Amboinese Curiosity Cabinet on tropical marine
life was published in 1705. Herbarium Amboinense
was translated into Latin and published in 1741 as
six large folio volumes covering 1,200 species of
mainly flowering plants, with many of the 700
illustrations made by his son. Rumphius used the
name Metrosideros for a group of hardwood trees
from the island of Ambon. It was reapplied to 'rata'
or 'poorata' collected in Tahiti by Sydney Parkinson
in 1769 and named Metrosideros spectabilis (now
Metrosideros collina) by Daniel Solander.
Metrosideros is also represented in New Zealand by
twelve species of pōhutukawa and rātā .

The company settlements pre-empted the Dutch
East Indies, and his father's training was utilised in
the construction of fortifications. In 1657 he
transferred to the civilian branch as junior
merchant at Larike on the west coast of Hitu, north
of Ambon. There he married Susanna, a local
woman with whom he had at least one son and
three daughters. In his considerable spare time he
developed his interest in the local flora and fauna,
reasoning that he wanted to find local remedies for
the prevalent illnesses. He was promoted to
merchant in 1660 and moved to Hilu, and two years
later became senior merchant. To assist his natural
history studies he requested books from Europe,
established a physic garden and also had a forest
garden, which is still known as Dusan Rumphius.
Disaster struck in 1670, when he became blind after
symptoms consistent with glaucoma. However, he
was released from his official duties without loss of
salary, and transferred to Ambon. Assisted by his
son Paul August and others, Rumphius continued
work on the manuscript of his Het Ambroinsche
Kruidboek or Herbarium Amboinense, a catalogue of
the plants of the island of Amboina (now Ambon).
On 17 February 1674 Susanna and two of his
daughters were killed during a major earthquake.
His poignant epitaph was his description of a
scented terrestrial orchid that he named Flos
susannae (now Pecteilis susannae) "in memory of
her who during her life was my first spouse and
helpmate in the finding of herbs and plants, and
because she discovered it".

Metrosideros fulgens
Endemic to New Zealand, Metrosideros fulgens, rātā or
rātāpiki, occurs in forests of the North Island and western
South Island. The short clinging roots usually die after
about a year, and when the vine is mature, the thick,
twisted, rope-like stems hang free from the host. Showy
orange-red flowers make a splash of colour in autumn.
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