Franz Wilhelm Sieber (1789 – 1844)

F

ranz Wilhelm Sieber, the only son of a wagonmaster, was born on 30 March 1789 in Prague,
Bohemia (Praha, Czech Republic) and grew up there
with his sisters. Unfortunately his early schooling
lacked the moral support of his parents. After five
years at the Prague Gymnasium 1802–07, during
which he showed an aptitude for the graphic arts,
he studied architecture, and then switched to
engineering and finally natural history, especially
botany. By 1811 he had developed a penchant for
travel. Funded by collecting and selling natural
history specimens, he visited Italy and Greece in
1811–12, and after a few semesters of systematic
university studies during the intervening years he
went to Crete, Egypt and Palestine in 1817–18. He
spent nearly a year in Crete, exploring, climbing,
discovering and collecting, and his Travels in the
Island of Crete in the year 1817 (London 1823) has
been described as "one of the most colourful and
merrily idiosyncratic travel accounts ever written".
He also published two brief works on the plants of
Austria and Crete, described several new species in
the Regensburg journal Flora (1821–22) and in
1818 drafted the first map of Jerusalem based on
actual measurements. A fee-paying exhibition of
natural history objects, including ethnographic
objects and antiquities later sold to the Bavarian
Academy of Sciences, provided further funds. It was
not enough to pay his debts, however, and in 1820
he claimed to have found a cure for rabies. The
expected lucrative reward did not eventuate, but he
was so preoccupied with the concept that he began
to believe it himself. This and his financial hardship
affected his mood and behaviour, and signalled his
deteriorating mental health.

of genius but an increasingly disturbed mind. After
a trip to Paris and a last botanical excursion in the
Dauphiné Alps in May 1830, he returned to Prague,
where he spent his last fourteen years in a mental
institution, visited occasionally by family and
friends, and died on 17 December 1844, aged 55.
His finances were in disarray and his remaining
material was sold to pay his creditors, hence his
plants ended up in various museums and other
institutions in Britain and Europe. As his journal
was lost it was not always clear whether the
specimens were collected by Sieber himself or by
one of his assistants. The plant genus Siebera
(Asteraceae) and many species, including several
from Australia, have been named in his honour.
Cheilanthes sieberi, commonly known as mulga fern
in Australia and rock fern in New Zealand, was
named in 1839 by Leipzig botanist Gustav Kunze
(1793–1851).

Nevertheless, he undertook a new journey, a twoyear circumnavigation, embarking at Marseille on
22 August 1822. The young gardener Carl Zeyher
accompanied him to the Cape, and was left there
while Sieber went on to Mauritius (December
1822–April 1823), Australia (June–December 1823)
and the Galapagos Islands. After rounding Cape
Horn Sieber arrived back at the Cape in April 1824
and collected plants and bulbs around Cape Town,
sometimes with Carl Frederick Drège. When he left
on 1 May he took (but did not pay for) all the plants
Zeyher had collected, and after repeated displays of
uncontrollable temper at sea, countered by harsh
retaliation, he arrived in London on 14 July 1824.
The next year he settled his debts and held an
exhibition and sale of what remained of his vast
collection of mammals, birds, reptiles, insects,
crustaceans, dried plants, seeds, minerals and
ethnographic material. He undertook no further
collecting expeditions, and between 1825 and 1829
lived mainly in Dresden and Leipzig, working on his
collections and writings, the latter showing flashes

Cheilanthes sieberi subsp. sieberi
Cheilanthes ('lip-flowered', referring to the marginal
fertile sori) is a worldwide genus of ground ferns with
around 150 species, typically of dry stony areas. Two
species are found in New Zealand. Cheilanthes sieberi
subsp. sieberi, rock fern, is a stiff little fern of coastal to
dry, rocky habitats with sparse or no vegetation cover,
common in eastern parts of the country and also found in
Australia and New Caledonia. The fronds are up to 35 cm;
laminae dark green and glabrous, stipe and rachis redbrown, glabrous or with sparse hairs, and the sori almost
continuous around the leaflet edge, which rolls inward
and wraps over them.
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