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OBITUARIES

AMY FRANCES MAY GORDON JACOT GUILLARMOD, NEE HEAN (1911-1992)

During a working career that spanned 54 years Amy Jacot
Guillarmod (Figure 1) was a stalwart of botany in southern
Africa. Her collecting label duplicates, housed at GRA,
indicate 10241 collections, mainly from Lesotho, from
Port St Johns in the Transkei, from the Albany, Bathurst
and Victoria East Districts of the eastern Cape and from
George and Knysna in the southern Cape. They are housed
mainly at PRE, GRA, RUH and overseas at Kew (K) and
Missouri (MO). Her publications, of which there are
records of 198, range from the cornerstone Flora of
Lesotho which appeared in 1971, through research papers
on wetlands, ‘bogs and sponges’ and on cycads, tp
numerous popular articles showing her concern for
conservation and education. She is commemorated in the
names of the grass Merxmuellera guillarmodiae, the
diatoms Naviculajacotiae and Pinnularia guillarmodiae
and in several entomological names. She was also
honoured by numerous societies and by the Botanical
Research Institute, which dedicated Volume 50 part 1 of
The Flowering Plants of Africa to her. She particularly
appreciated its salutation ‘khotso’, meaning ‘peace be unto
you’ which acknowledged her bond with the Basotho. But
probably Amy’s most lasting contribution, and the one for
which she would most like to be remembered, was to
the knowledge of and enthusiasm for botany that she
engendered in students and colleagues alike.

Amy was bom at Hillcrest in Natal on the 23rd of May
1911. Her father was in the Royal Navy Reserve and she
spent much of her early childhood in Durban and Cape
Town. Until 1922, when she was 11 years old, she was
tutored at home. From 1923 until 1926 she attended
primary school, briefly in Durban and then in Scotland.
Her secondary schooling from 1926 to 1929 was at Durban
Girls High School where she matriculated. Amy returned
to Scotland to attend the University of St Andrews from
1930 to 1935. She first obtained her M.A. in English and
History but then established the basis for her career in
science by switching to Botany and Zoology and obtaining
her B.Sc.

On returning to South Africa in 1935, Amy taught briefly
in Durban before taking up an appointment as a plant
pathologist at the Pretoria headquarters of the Division
of Botany and Plant Pathology of the Union Department
of Agriculture. Her first five publications from this period
were on virus diseases of tobacco and of other crops—an
interest that continued long after she left the Department
in 1940. Although her early work was on viruses, she was
part of a team whose responsibilities ranged from the
taxonomy of fungi to that of higher plants, and they were
expected to give advice on any plant related subject. Thus
was nurtured a wide knowledge of things botanical
and agricultural, with personal interests as divergent as
conservation and economic botany.

Whilst in Pretoria, Amy met the entomologist ‘Chariot’
Charles Frederic Jacot Guillarmod, and they were

married in Bethlehem in the Orange Free State in 1940.
In the same year Chariot’s father died. Chariot and Amy
left their employment in science and went to help his
mother run the family store at ‘Mamathe’s in Basutoland
(now Lesotho). They were to spend the next 17 years,
a period crucial in career building, in the Mountain
Kingdom. To Amy, however, it was a golden opportunity
to collect and study the little known flora of the area. It
was by no means easy to concentrate on this task. She had
to learn both French and Sesotho. She taught at a girls
school and helped with the store. In 1949 young Francois
arrived. Scientific work and publications were reduced to
a trickle, but 1956/7 saw Amy’s return to academic
life—as lecturer and Head of the Botany Department of
the University College of Basutoland at Roma.

In 1958 the family moved to Grahamstown, Chariot to
join the staff of the Albany Museum, and Amy to lecture
in the Botany Department of Rhodes University. It was a
post that she was to hold for 15 years, until her retirement
as senior lecturer in 1973. During this period her list of
publications grew to 60, and she established her reputation
both as a teacher and as a researcher. She was rewarded in
1962/63 with the Mary E. Woolley Fellowship for overseas
study of the International Federation of University Women
and in 1967 with a D.Sc. in Botany from the University
of St Andrews for her studies on the Flora of Lesotho.

FIGURE 1.—Amy Frances May Gordon Jacot Guillarmod, née Hean
(19U-1992)..
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Retirement, to Amy, meant new challenges: taking a
succession of new jobs and moving from the secure
comfort of her home in African Street to a 31 ha plot which
she was determined to clear of invading scrub pine, wattle
and stinkbean. Her first appointment was, as a Senior
CSIR Bursar, with the Institute for Freshwater Studies at
Rhodes University. This enabled her to continue her
interest in wetland plants, begun many years before in
Lesotho and developed through her long association
with the Limnological Society of Southern Africa. She
remained a Research Associate, retaining a working place
at Rhodes University, until the time of her death. In
addition to this position she joined the staff of the Botanical
Research Institute, in a half-day capacity as Research
Assistant in the Albany Museum Herbarium, from 1981
to 1987. Then, from 1987 to 1990, i.e. until she was 79
years old, Amy was part-time curator of the M. A. Pocock
Collection of Marine Algae at the Albany Museum.

She loved her plot ‘Faraway’, just outside Grahamstown
on the Highlands road which was later to be declared a
heritage site. When she and Chariot moved to the plot in
1974, a great number of pines grew on it and their
friends had a standing invitation for tea after work or on
weekends— but only after said friends had sawn down at
least one pine tree. She and Chariot also sawed down 2
or 3 trees daily after work before enjoying their coffee.
The system paid off and within three years the natural
vegetation started coming back. Amy has systematically
recorded every species she found on the plot from Fungi
to Asteraceae. The new Marasmius titanosporus described
by Derek Reid at Kew in 1988 was collected by Amy in
the little forest patch on ‘Faraway’. There was also a ‘magic
tree’ in the forest which produced Easter eggs, Christmas
gifts, and birthday treats for her little grandchildren whom
she adored.

Fires were always a threat and Amy and her staff
fought many over the years—not just on ‘Faraway’ but on
surrounding forms as well. They were all linked by citizen
band radio and kept a day and night vigil to spot the fires
early. Spoomet was the worst culprit and started many
a fire by ditching clinkers— Amy fought them with her
usual energy and I think the railway types involved must
have shaken in their boots whenever her name was men-
tioned!

When her husband, Chariot, died so unexpectedly and
suddenly in 1977 we all watched anxiously as she lost
centimetres in height— but that questing spirit did not let
her down. Her therapy was work. She returned to Rhodes
as an undergraduate student in Geography and at the end
of the year wiped the floor with all the bright young minds
pitted against her, coming first in class.

In searching for one word to describe Amy, we found
many: indomitable, indefatigable, intrepid, redoubtable—
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all the names of battleships. Amy, the daughter of a
Commander in the Royal Navy, would have loved that, just
as she enjoyed sharing her birthday with Linnaeus, father
of taxonomic botany, for whom she gave a party every year.
The day-long Scottish breakfast party that co-incided with
Amy’s own 80th birthday was very special. It provided
a reminder, that behind Amy the teacher and researcher
was Amy the housewife—ever active and creative.

Active’ is also the word to describe Amy’s commitment,
both scientific and social. Her scientific societies included:
Botanical Society of South Africa (Life Member); Dendro-
logical Foundation (Publications Committee); Limnologi-
cal Society of Southern Africa (Honorary Life Member);
Linnean Society of London (Fellow); Royal Society of
South Africa; Lesotho Scientific Association (Vice
President); South African Archaeological Society (Life
Member); South African Association for the Advancement
of Science (Council Member); South African Association
of Botanists (Founder Member and Vice President); South
African Association of University Women (National
Fellowship Secretary and President of the Grahamstown
Branch); Systematic Association (Life Member).

She was also an avid supporter of local horticultural and
conservation groups, was active in church affairs, in the
Girl Guide Movement and in hockey circles, and received
the S.A. War Services Medal.

Amy was not only a producer, she was also an avid
critic. One always waited with bated breath to hear what
unforgivable flaw Amy had discovered in one’s latest work.
I have taken the liberty of slipping in one such (unbota-
nical) error of fact that Amy would undoubtedly have
found. I am sure that it would please her if you were to
do a little detective work on her behalf.

Amy died in Settlers Hospital, Grahamstown on the 7th
of May 1992. Shortly before her death she was planning
to continue working on her specimens in the Albany
Museum Herbarium.

Amy was much loved by her students who never returned
to Grahamstown without visiting her—some of them now
lecturers and professors themselves. Even students of re-
cent years knew her and their high regard showed in the
standing-room-only service on Tuesday when the little
Christ Church she attended regularly was simply packed.
Some flew to Grahamstown from Cape Town and Pieter-
maritzburg just for the service.

Botany is not the best paid of professions and it did not
enable Amy to fulfil all her ambitions, but in 1979 she
wrote to a colleague ... ‘isn’t it pleasant to be a botanist,
much nicer than any other profession?’

M.J. WELLS and E. BRINK
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