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Burchell’s lucky Clivia find

Roger Stewart & Marion Whitehead

illiam John Burchell (1781-1863)

is credited with being the first

European naturalist to discover the

plant now known as Clivia nobilis,
which he found in 1813 while travelling in
South Africa’s eastern frontier region. It was
a lucky find that puzzled him.

William John Burchell’s discovery of the clivia
was serendipity: the fortuitous consequence
of a failed crossing of the notorious drift
across the Kowie River (at today’s Port Alfred).
According to John Barrow, the drift was a
‘horrible chasm’ that required a team of
sixteen oxen to draw a wagon across the river
and up the opposite bank.

In an unsent letter to Capt. Lynch at
Rietfontein, Burchell explains that, on 26
September 1813: ‘I ...narrowly lost one of my
wagons’ 4: one became stuck in the mud while
attempting to cross the Kowie drift towards
the west bank. The tide turned and some
wagon contents ‘were wetted.” Fortunately,
he and his team managed to extricate the

wagon and get it back to the
- eastern bank from which they
had started the crossing.

On 28 September, he set
off on a circuitous route to
Rietfontein, which  meant
return to Grahamstown (now
Makhanda). In the evening,
he outspanned and camped
beside a stream where wild
date palms (Phoenix reclinata)
grew abundantly on its
banks and so, he named this
campsite ‘Date Tree Station’.
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day to explore the thicket.
He collected the beautiful
marsh lily (his Crinum aquaticum,
now C. campanulatum) and a
plant that puzzled him. It was
new to him and to science and,
ever the meticulous record keeper,
he entered the details into his
Catalogus  Geographicus.  His
handwritten note for his specimen
(CG 3873) reveals Burchell's
uncertainty in classifying the plant
genus. Was it an agapanthus or
cyrtanthus? Dr John Rourke kindly
translated Burchell’s Latin entry for
the plant in his Catalogus:
Cyrtanthus ??
Rootstock thick tuberous with
fibres (Agapanthus)
Leaves radially arranged
(Agapanthus) flat, often obliquely
twisted
Flowering stem or scape two
edged compressed
Flowers pendulous orange-red
with green tips, stigma three
lobed
No odour
Leaves brittle containing fibres
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Burchell would later record above the
description: ‘nov gen ('novus genus’, i.e., new
genus) Bot Reg’, reference to the 1828 article
in the Botanical Register in which the new
genus, Clivia, was described by John Lindley.
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While researching our book on Burchell’s
return journey and retracing his route, we
set ourselves the challenge of finding ‘Date
Tree Station’. After poring over old maps,
farm surveys and using Google Earth®,
we concluded that his ‘Date Tree Station’
was probably near Birbury farm, about ten
kilometres on a bearing 15° east of true north
from the Kowie River mouth. In September
2020, we visited The Glen, a neighbouring
farm, and were delighted to find the wild date
palms (Phoenix reclinata) on the banks of a
stream and a Clivia nobilis hidden in the dense
thicket nearby. Of course, we cannot be sure
of the exact location of Burchell's ‘Date Tree
Station’, but we were probably close.

Burchell’s Clivia adventure did not end
there. After exploring the area around his
‘Date Tree Station’, Burchell proceeded
towards Grahamstown, stopping off at the
Blaauwe Kranz military post, commanded by



Lieut. John Laycock. Burchell
had befriended Laycock and his
wife earlier in the month when
he lingered at the outpost to
botanise for a fortnight.

However, on this visit, he
remained only for the night of
29 September. Nevertheless,
he noticed and drew the
unusual Eastern Cape blue
cycad (Zamia horrida, now
Encephalartos horridus),
now endangered in the wild.
Laycock must have convinced
Burchell that he did not need
to return to Grahamstown
and rather take the circuitous
route via Rautenbach’s Drift to
reach Rietfontein, less than ten
kilometres west of the mouth
of the Kowie River. There was
a track used by the military that crossed
the Kowie River at a drift some twenty-five
kilometres upstream of the mouth. The track
emerged from the tangled valley thicket not
far from Lombard’s Post, about ten kilometres
north-west of Rietfontein.

The next day, Burchell’s party set off on this
route to Lombard’s Post, together with an
armed escort of three soldiers from the Cape
Regiment, who were riding oxen, a common
practice in those days. But Lombard’s Post was
some twenty kilometres away and the going
was tough, especially with his overladen
wagons. The route, probably no more than
a rough track, traversed dense Albany thicket
and hilly terrain. Could they reach the safety of
the military post before nightfall? The military
post would be preferable to camping out in
the country that had been the site of regular
raiding during the fourth frontier war that had
ended the previous year.

However, ‘from the badness of the road |
was unfortunately compelled to pass the night
camping out in the bush’, rather than at one
of the fortified outposts, as had been his

usual practice since departing for the frontier
from Bruyntjes Hoogte (near today’s Somerset
East). He had not yet crossed the Kowie River
and therefore was still some distance from
Lombard'’s Post.

During the night, his staff and the soldiers
heard ‘an unusual bustle among the oxen’
but did not investigate or alert Burchell. In
the morning he discovered that twenty-four
oxen had been stolen and the soldiers had
absconded, leaving the party unprotected.
Burchell was furious and, while keeping
guard of his wagons and their precious
cargo, he sent one of his staff to deliver a
letter requesting assistance from Lieut. Gair,
the officer commanding Lombard's Post. The
party managed to reach Lombard’s Post later
that day. Burchell's book does not cover his
return journey and there is no record of how
the party managed to reach Lombard’s Post; it
is probable that that Lieut. Gair responded by
sending oxen to Burchell.

The following day, Burchell continued
to Rietfontein (now Elmhurst), a farm with
a fortified house, some ten kilometres to
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the south-west of Lombard's Post. For
almost three weeks, he botanised from this
base, adding 140 herbarium specimens to
his collection. On the 25th of October he
headed back to Lombard’s Post, en route to
Rautenbach’s Drift, from where he would
proceed to Uitenhage, then the seat of the
landdrost of the Zuurveld (i.e., Albany). Along
the way, he must have meandered into the

thicket because he collected the torch orchid
(Disa chrysostachya) and discovered another
specimen of the same mystery plant (his
specimen CG4131) that he had discovered at
Date Tree Station and which he had tentatively
named Cyrtanthus sylvatica.

The land to the east of the Rietfontein-
Lombards road is still well known for its wild
Clivia nobilis, some with unusual colouring.

This area has another, unanticipated
association with Burchell. In 1821, when
Burchell was back in London, the land where
he discovered the second clivia specimen was
allocated to Henry Nourse. This businessman
had persuaded Burchell to be interviewed in
1819 by the British parliamentary committee
investigating possible locations for emigrants
to the Cape Colony under the Poor Laws.
Burchell’s views were published in his ‘Hints
on Emigration to the Cape of Good Hope'. In
1820 British settlers landed at Algoa Bay and
then proceeded to land allocated to them in
Lower Albany.

Annie De Wet Steyn's Clivia Wonders
Nursery is on this land (now named Riverview)
between the Kowie River and Rietfontein that
was allocated to Nourse: see below John
Knobel's 1820-1822 survey of Lower Albany.

Burchell’s herbarium specimens of the clivia



are conserved at the Royal Botanic Gardens,
Kew and can be viewed online. However,
Burchell did not play any role in the intriguing
story of the source and naming of Clivia nobilis
in 1828 — related by John van der Linde in
the Clivia Society’s 2005 Yearbook. Burchell
was in Brazil at the time, when his unnamed
plant, discovered fifteen years earlier, but not
referred to by any of the key actors in the cast
of the saga: William Hooker, John Lindley,
William Aiton or James Bowie. Would they
have mentioned Burchell’s discovery in 1813
had he been in England in 1828?

Almost a decade after the naming of the
new genus, William Herbert reported that
Burchell had shown him some roots of the
mystery plant shortly after Burchell’s return
to Fulham, London in November 1815. He
had explained to Herbert and John Tate, the
nurseryman, exactly where he had found the
plants. In 1816 James Bowie arrived in Cape
Town, having been sent by Aiton to collect
plants in the colony for Kew , and he may have
collected the roots that were later successfully
cultivated, perhaps the plant described in the
Botanical Register. | cannot find any record
in Burchell’s unpublished Hortus Fulhamensis
that he successfully cultivated Clivia nobilis.

Failure to acknowledge Burchell’s role in the
discovery of what became a popular garden
plant may have been par for the course in
the competitive field of horticulture in the
nineteenth century. However, it must have
been another disappointment for a man who
devoted his life to the study of not just plants,
but to whole systems in nature and who
developed into an ecologist, long before the
term was invented.

Roger Stewart and Marion Whitehead are
the authors of the book, Burchell’s African
Odyssey: Revealing the Return Route (Struik
Nature, 2022). We thank Dr John Rourke
for his Latin translation and John and Sandy
Richter for access to The Glen.
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