Melchior Treub (1851 – 1910)

M

elchior Treub was born on 26 December 1851
in Voorschoten in the Netherlands province of
South Holland, the son of Jacobus Petrus Treub, the
local burgomaster, and Marie Louise Cornaz. Both
parents were of French extraction and spoke
French at home, and Melchior was also fluent in
English, German and Dutch. Although not wealthy,
the family valued education, and each of the three
brothers became renowned in his own field:
Melchior as a botanist, Marie Willem Frederik as a
liberal politician and Hector as a gynaecologist. In
1869, after attending schools in Voorschoten and
nearby Leiden, Melchior began studies in biology at
the University of Leiden, graduating PhD in 1873
with a dissertation on the structure of lichens, an
elaboration of an earlier gold medal winning study.
The high standard of his further research from 1874
to 1880, when he was botanical assistant to his
former tutor W F R Suringar, led to membership of
the Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences and
the Royal Society of London in 1879.

His own research focused on plant morphology and
physiology, and he published works on
Balanophoraceae (root parasitic flowering plants),
Loranthaceae (mistletoe) and Lycopodaceae
(clubmoss) families, and is credited for coining the
term "protocorm" to describe the early stages in the
germination of lycopods. He also dealt with plant
diseases of economic crops, plant sociology of the
rain forest and the floras of Buitenzorg and the
volcanic island of Krakatoa. As a botanical collector
he travelled throughout the Indies, and to the
Philippines, Sri Lanka, Singapore and Penang.
On 22 November 1898 Treub was granted the
honorary title of professor in a country without a
university, and by 1905 the experimental complex
that he had built up was elevated to a Department
of Agriculture, of which he was named director. In
that year also, he married 28 year-old Antoinette
Petronella Vogel, from a prominent family in
Rotterdam. In 1907 Treub was awarded the
Linnean Medal for his outstanding achievements in
science, but at the end of 1909 his failing health
enforced his retirement. He settled in southern
France where he planned to grow exotic plants and
pursue the microscopic study of tropical plants, but
was able to publish only one paper before he died of
malaria in St Raphael, on 3 October 1910.

In 1880 Melchior Treub accepted directorship of
the botanical garden in Buitenzorg, Java, in the
Dutch East Indies (now Kebun Raya in Bogor,
Indonesia). After reorganising the agricultural
school curriculum, he revitalised the herbarium,
library, museum and scientific research projects.
He expanded the garden complex, founded new
journals in which to publish research results, and
encouraged visits by foreign scientists. In 1885 he
organised a survey of Java's forests and the next
year he established a 280-hectare research reserve
in Cibodas (now Tjibodas, part of Gurung Gede
Pangrango National Park) where a field laboratory
was established in 1891. During periods of sick
leave in the Netherlands he promoted funding for
further botanical research in Java through what
became known as the "Treub Society".

Under his direction Buitenzorg became a tropical
Mecca. In 1885–86 the renowned German botanist
Karl Ritter von Goebel (1855–1932) made a
research trip to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and Java, and
found an interesting liverwort near Tjibodas on
Gurung Gede . Describing it in 1891, he named it
Treubia insignis in honour of Dr Melchior Treub.
(Goebel later collected a Treubia in New Zealand
when he visited in November–December 1898.)

Treubia sp.
Treubia is a small genus of southern
hemisphere liverworts with an ancient fossil
record. Recent research confirms two species
in New Zealand, Treubia lacunosa and Treubia
pygmea. (Treubia lacunosoides is a new
synonym of Treubia lacunosa.) They may be
distinguished by a combination of shoot width,
frequency and size of oil-body cells, presence
or absence of gemmae and preferred habitat.
The specimen photographed could be Treubia
lacunosa, but the fact that it is growing through
other bryophytes suggests that it is probably
Treubia pygmea.
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