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H. M. L. BOLUS, (1877—1970) 

Harriet Margaret Louisa Bolus was born at Burghersdorp in the Cape 

Province on the 31st July 1877. Her father William Kensit, a Londoner by birth, 

came to South Africa as a child. Her mother, Jane Stuart, was of Scottish descent 

and William Kensit was her second husband. Louisa, her mother’s thirteenth 

child, was but two years old when her mother died, leaving William Kensit to 

look after his young family of six. There was a strong bond of affection between 

father and daughter and during the later years of his long life, she devoted 

herself to his care. 

She received the early part of her education in Port Elizabeth. There the 

motherless girl had the good fortune to come under the influence of two in- 

spiring teachers, Miss van Wyk and Miss Molteno. Louisa owed much to these 

women. She matriculated in 1898 and the following year took a teacher’s 

course obtaining a first class pass. The next three years were spent studying 

at the South African College where at the end of the period she obtained an 

honours degree in Arts. Had there been a department of Botany at the college, 

she might well have taken a course during her years as an undergraduate for 

at this time, whenever she was able, she was helping her uncle, Harry Bolus, in 

his herbarium. A knowledge of Botany would have been of great use to her, 

but no training in Botany was available and it was from her uncle that she 

learned the elements of floral structure and plant classification. Latin had been 

one of the major subjects studied for her degree, and the knowledge she then 

obtained stood her in good stead in the years to come. The average botanist is 

poorly equipped to produce descriptions of new plants in acceptable Latin. 

A task such as this presented no difficulty to Louisa Kensit and she may well 

hold a record among modern botanists for the many hundreds of new species 

she described in Latin. 

So satisfied was Harry Bolus with his apt pupil that in 1903, the year after 

she had obtained her degree, he appointed her as curator of his herbarium. 

She never forgot the debt she owed him for it was he who had sponsored much 

of her education and had roused interest in what was to be her life’s work. 

On his death in 1911 the much cherished herbarium and library were left to 

the South African College. It was stipulated in the will that Louisa Kensit 

was to be curator of the herbarium during her lifetime or until, for reasons of 
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age or ill-health, she wished to relinquish the task. In 1955, at the age of 78 

she decided that the time had come to hand over the work entrusted to her. 

Ceasing to be Curator did not, however, cause her to sever her connection with 

the herbarium. The University made her an Honorary Reader in Plant Taxonomy 

and, until about a year before her death, she was a constant visitor, working in 

a specially reserved area on the top floor of the herbarium, surrounded by cabi- 

nets containing the specimens she had named and preserved for future genera- 

tions. Her last publication, under the title of ““Notes on Mesembryanthemum 

and Allied Genera’, appeared in the Journal of South African Botany in May 

1969 and it is characteristic of her indomitable spirit that at the conclusion of 

the article appeared the usual ‘‘(to be continued)”. This was not to be. During 

the last months of her life she was confined to her home in Claremont where 

she died on the 5th April 1970. 

Her earliest botanical work was helping her uncle to complete his monu- 

mental work on the Ericaceae for the Flora Capensis, the part containing it 

appearing in 1905. In it Harry Bolus acknowledged the assistance he had had 

from his niece. Her interest in this large family continued after his death and 

she described and published a number of new species under her own name. 

Harry Bolus’s other great interest lay in the orchids of South Africa. Volume 

I of his work on this group had been published before his niece became his 

assistant but in the preparation of Volume II she played a considerable part. 

During this period Harry Bolus’s health was failing and he died before it 

appeared in print but not before he had acknowledged his debt to Louisa 

Kensit. He had left notes and illustrations for Volume III but these were in- 

complete. So this final volume was prepared for publication by her with help 

from Frank Bolus, his son, whom she had married in 1912. Frank Bolus had 

inherited his father’s artistic ability and was able to prepare some plates neces- 

sary for the completion of the work. Undoubtedly she supervised these 

additional illustrations though she was not able to carry out the work herself. 

The inability to prepare her own illustrations was a handicap but in the 

early stages of her botanical career friends came to her aid. Later the Bolus 

Herbarium employed an artist whose main function was to illustrate new 

species. Names of artists such as M. W. Glover, Dorothy Barclay, M. Page 

and B. O. Carter are associated with many of her early plant studies. It was 

indeed a lucky day for botanical illustration in South Africa when she dis- 

covered Mary Page, who had come to South Africa in search of health and was 

occupying herself painting South African scenes and plants. Her plant sketches 

showed such obvious talent that Mrs. Bolus invited her to live with her for 

three months and train as a botanical artist. During that time she was instructed 

in the art of botanical illustration. The success of this venture may be gauged 

by a reference to Mary Page in Wilfrid Blunt’s “‘The Art of Botanical Illustra- 
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tion’”’ where she is quoted as one of the outstanding botanical artists of her day. 
Unfortunately rising costs of living coupled with the inelastic income of the 

Bolus Herbarium made the employment of an artist impossible after the death 

of Miss B. O. Carter. Thus most of the later descriptions of plants prepared 

by Mrs. Bolus are strictly for the botanical specialist for they are in Latin and 

have no illustrations to guide the uninitiated. 

In her early days as a botanist she devoted herself to the heaths and orchids 

which had been her uncle’s main interest. Soon, however, the scope of her 

studies widened and she became attracted to the Iridaceae. At this time too 

she became aware of the gaps in our knowledge of the unwieldy genus Mesem- 

bryanthemum and descriptions of new species appeared from time to time, 

many of them under the title ““Novitates Africanae” in the short lived Annals 

of the Bolus Herbarium. In 1925 a paper by N. E. Brown of Kew appeared in 

“The Gardener’s Chronicle” in England and this had a profound influence on 

her future work. In it N. E. Brown pointed out that under Mesembryanthemum 

several groups of plants were included, each deserving elevation to generic 

rank. He promptly proceeded to separate these discordant elements and name 

them, a process which he continued for many years and his name therefore 

appears as the author of a very large number of new generic names. Schwantes 

in Germany was not slow to take up the challenge and he too added new genera. 

Mrs. Bolus agreed with the desirability of splitting Mesembryanthemum into 

smaller units but the urge to create new genera herself was not great. When 

the enormous number of new species created by her is considered, the number 

of new genera bearing her name as the authority, is surprisingly small. When 

the Annals of the Bolus Herbarium ceased to exist, she continued to publish 

new species in South African Gardening and Country Life and in Nature 

Notes. This scattering of scientific descriptions in rather inaccessible journals 

did not receive the approval of her scientific co-workers and she therefore 

decided to publish all her new species in this specialised field in a new series to 

be styled ““Mesembryanthemum and allied Genera’. These descriptions which 

appeared from time to time from 1927 to 1958, were published in three parts 

by the University of Cape Town. From 1960 to 1969 the descriptions were 

continued under the same title in the Journal of South African Botany. 

It is somewhat surprising that in a life devoted to this most interesting group 

of plants, a group teeming with problems not only taxonomic but also physio- 

logical and ecological, she attracted few fellow workers. However there was 

no slackening off in the numbers of specimens sent to her for study by her 

many admirers and often they were delighted to find their names perpetuated in 

new species or, on rare occasions, new genera. It is possible that co-operation 

with her was discouraged by her rigid views as to how botanical studies should 

be carried out and along these chosen lines her standards were high. M. Lavis 



H. M. L. Bolus (1877-1970) 323 

(later Mrs. O’Connor-Fenton) was her chief assistant and was still helping at 

the time of her death. A stray remark made by her many years ago perhaps 

explains the enigma of this lone, indefatigable worker. In discussing a paper 

given to the South African Association for the Advancement of Science in 

which the lecturer had attempted to group according to affinity the species of a 

large genus, she remarked with some heat that such papers were a shocking 

waste of time. What mattered were the species themselves, their correct de- 

scription and illustration. A theoretical discussion such as the one we had just 

heard was valueless. This perhaps explains why in her long life she described 

something in the neighbourhood of seventeen hundred species and never 

attempted any real synthesis. The way laid down by Harry Bolus was clear and 

for her there was no deviation. 

She regarded her curatorship as a sacred trust. Her uncle’s views were to be 

respected and his wishes carried out in spite of changes in outlook which in- 

evitably took place after his death. She found it difficult to adapt herself to 

such changes and they were often the cause of personal unhappiness in later 

years when she was no longer in control of the herbarium and had to watch 

changes taking place, changes of which she was sure Harry Bolus would not 

have approved. 

In the years which followed her uncle’s death and before her work on 

Mesembryanthemum caused her to direct her energies into one main channel, 

her interests were wide. Her training as a teacher made her realise the importance 

of making contact with young people and making them interested in nature 

study. The founding of Kirstenbosch was a source of great joy to her and in its 

early days she was often to be seen conducting groups of children round the 

Garden. In fact she has a good claim to be regarded as the originator of Nature 

study classes there, classes which to-day play an important role in the education 

of schoolchildren. In 1919 she published a small booklet with the title “‘Ele- 

mentary Lessons in Systematic Botany”. This was followed some years later 

by two more ambitious books under the titles ““A Book of South African 

Flowers” and “A Second Book of South African Flowers”’. These had coloured 

illustrations prepared by Dorothy Barclay and photographs by E. J. Steer. 

Anything to do with nature conservation found in her an enthusiastic worker. 

Kirstenbosch and its founder had a special place in her affection. Thus the 

Botanical Society which was founded to provide funds for the development of 

Kirstenbosch, had in her one of its earliest supporters. She served on its Council 

until in 1956 she resigned on account of age. She was created an Honorary 

Life Member as an appreciation of her services to it and the Gardens. She was a 

founder of the Wild Life Protection Committee and one of its most enthusiastic 

members. Everything that had to do with the plant life of South Africa and its 

preservation found in her a doughty champion. The love of nature inculcated 
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by her uncle remained with her to the end a guiding light in a world that 

seemed to her to have lost its way to peace and serenity. 

Recognition of her services to Botany were given on several occasions. The 

University of Stellenbosch was the first to appreciate her unique contribution 

to knowledge when they awarded her an honorary D.Sc. degree in 1936. About 

ten years before her death she had the honour of being elected to membership 
of the International Organisation for Succulent Plant Study (I.S.O.), a privilege 

afforded a limited number of persons distinguished in this particular field. 

In 1966 when the African Succulent Plant Society was founded, she was elected 

as vice-president in honour of her achievements. Only two months before her 

death she was made an honorary Life Member of the recently established South 

African Association of Botanists. These honours, many coming towards the 

end of a long life, must have made her feel that her contributions to knowledge 

of the South African Flora were appreciated by fellow workers. 

Those of us who knew her in the years soon after her uncle’s death, remember 

a short, rather plump, dynamic person, vigorous in body and mind. It may 

surprise many who knew her only in more recent years, to learn that she was 

an early member of the Mountain Club of South Africa and was never happier 

than when climbing mountains in search of plants. Early specimens collected 

by her and now stored in the Herbarium, bear evidence of her as a field worker 

at that time. Serious damage to an ankle, sustained in her middle years, pre- 

vented her from indulging in these much loved activities and she was forced to 

rely for her studies on plants brought to her by other people. Though she could 

no longer explore the veld, she still led an active life, relying more and more on 

her motor car to carry her from place to place. Her small car was a familiar sight 

on the roads between her house and the Bolus Herbarium. With advancing years 

she became thinner and appeared to shrink in height. Her diminutive size was 

especially noticeable when she was driving her car and one member of her staff 

remarked “If you see a small car proceeding slowly in the middle of the road 

and without an apparent driver, then you may be sure the driver is Mrs. Bolus”’. 

Her memory will be perpetuated by the many contributions she made to 

plant taxonomy. Her record is one of amazing industry coupled with an un- 

swerving devotion to the memory and ideals of Harry Bolus. When she finally 

handed over the care of the herbarium to others, she left it much increased in 

size, with its specimens well housed and its valuable collection of books in good 

condition. Harry Bolus knew well what he was doing when he left his niece as 

guardian of the collection. For close on sixty years after his death she lived for 

and often fought for the welfare of the collection entrusted to her. Even those 

who at times came under the whip-like lash of her tongue, can but admire her 

proud record of courage and tenacity of purpose. Seldom can an uncle have 

had a more devoted niece. 
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Now she has gone and the care of this valuable collection devolves upon 

the University of Cape Town. The responsibilities are great but so are the 

rewards. A priceless bequest such as this, must enhance the prestige of the 

University to which it was entrusted. 
M. R. Levyns 

A LIST OF PUBLICATIONS BY H. M. L. BOLUS 

Compiled by J. P. Jessop 

While every attempt has been made to make this list as complete as possible, 

omissions are likely as Mrs. Bolus did not keep a list herself. The list was sub- 

mitted to her for comments in 1962 and she was able to add a few references then. 

Only articles which are signed, and are therefore identifiable with certainty, 

could be included. 

1908. Mesembrianthemum Pillansii. Kensit nov. sp. In: Em. de Wildeman. Plantae Novae 
vel minus cognitae ex Herbario Hort; Thenensis. 2: plate 57. Bruxelles. 

1909. With H. Bolus. Contributions to the African flora. Trans. R. Soc. S. Afr. 1: 147-163. 
191la. Harry Bolus, D.Sc., F.L.S. ee iw) appendix I; Botanical journeys in South 

Africa. S. Afr. J. Sci. 8 (3): 77-78 
1911b. Harry Boles ee 1911). J. Bot., Lond. 49: 241-243. 
1913a. In: H. H. W. Pearson. Plants collected in the Percy Sladen Memorial Expeditions, 

1908- 0. 1910-11. Ann. S. Afr. Mus. 9: 131-158, 160-170, 175, 178-183. 
1913b. Editor: H. Bolus. Icones Orchidearum Austro-A fricanarum Extra-Tropicarum. 

Vol. III. London: William Wesley and son. 
1914a. With F. Bolus & R. Glover. On the flora of the Great Karasberg. II. List of plants 

collected. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 9-19, 72-75. 
1914b. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 20-21, 76-77. 
1914c. With F. Bolus. Key to the flora of the Cape Peninsula. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 22-35. 
1915a. In: H. H. W. Pearson. Plants collected in the Percy Sladen Memorial Expeditions, 

1908-9, 1910-11. Ann. S. Afr. Mus. 9: 214-226, 246-272. 
1915b. With F. Bolus & R. Glover. On the flora of the Great Karasberg. II. List of plants 

collected. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 97-114 
1915c. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 127-133. 
1915d. With F. Bolus. Key to the flora of the Cape Peninsula. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 116-125, 

173-184. 
1915e. Notes on Lessertia with descriptions of six new species and a key. Ann. Bolus Herb. 

1: 87-96. 
1915f. Notes on imperfectly known species. Ann. Bolus Herb. 1: 133. 
1916a. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 2: 28-32. 
1916b. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 2, pts 1 & 2. 
1917a. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 2: 96-97. 
1917b. Native trees and tree-shrubs of Kirstenbosch. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 3: 12-22. 
1917c. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 2, pt. 3. 
1917d. Mesembryanthemum Pillansii. Curtis’s bot. Mag. 143: t.8703. 
1918a. With A. M. Greene. Editors: H. Bolus. The Orchids of the Cape Peninsula. Cape 

Town: Darters. 
1918b. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 2: 153-161. 
1918c. With E. P. Phillips. The South African heaths. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 4: 2-4. 
1918d. A note on the native and cultivated heaths of Kirstenbosch. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 4: 5. 
1918e. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 2, pt. 4 
1919a. Elementary Lessons in systematic Botany based on familiar Species of the South 

African Flora. Cape Town: Maskew Miller. 
1919b. With M. Beghin & V. Halm. Notes on Kirstenbosch Leguminosae. J. bot. Soc. S. 

Afr. 5: 17-19. 



326 The Journal of South African Botany 

1920a. With R. Wordsworth, J. Hutchinson and F. Bolus. Flowering plants collected in 
South West Africa by the Percy Sladen Memorial Expedition, 1915-1916. Ann. 
Bolus Herb. 3: 15-37. 

1920b. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 3: 4-7, 9-14. 
1920c. With J. W. Mathews. Notes on the supplementary plate. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 6: 7-8. 
1920d. Notes on Compositae. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 6: 9-11. 
1920e. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 3, pt. 1. 
1921a. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 3: 70-80. 
1921b. South African Proteaceae. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 7: 13-15. 
1921c. Mammals at Kirstenbosch. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 7: 19-21. 
1921d. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 3, pt. 2. 
1922a. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 3: 123-142. 
1922b. South African Geraniaceae. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 8: 4-7. 
1922c. Caterpillars at Kirstenbosch. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 8: 11-13. 
1922d. South African heaths. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 8: 18-20. 
1922e. Letter to the editor. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 8: 17. 
1922f. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 3, pt. 3. 
1922g. The cape wagtail, kwik-stertje, quickie. (Motacilla capensis, L.). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry 

Life 12: 40S. 
1922h. Nature-study walk at Kirstenbosch. S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 12: 387-389, 453-455. 
1922i. Piet-mijn-vrouw, Christmas bird, red-chested Cuckoo, solitary cuckoo. (Cuculus 

solitarius, Steph.). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 12: 456-457. 
1923a. In Memoriam—H. G. Flanagan. Ann. Bolus Herb. 3: 185-186. 
1923b. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 3: 159-179, 181-184. 
1923c. The native trees and tree-shrubs of irs te oced J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 9: 7-11. 
1923d. South African Iridaceae. J. bot. Soc. S. Afr. 9: 15-18. 
1923e. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 3, pt. 4. 
1923f. Editor of Nature Notes 1. (Also numerous contributions). 
1923g. Nature-study walk at Kirstenbosch. S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 13: 59-61, 100-101, 

132, 134, 170-172, 181, 221-223, 262-264, 318, 319, 321, 358, 359, 375, 409-411. 
1923h. Fiscaal, butcher-bird, Jack-hanger, Johnny-hangman, Jackie (Lanius collaris, L.). 

S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 13: 62-63. 
1923i. Olive thrush or Cape thrush (Turdus olivaceus, L.). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 13: 93. 
1923j. The grey heron (Ardea cinerea, L.). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 13: 131, 134. 
1923k. The black-shouldered kite (Elanus caeruleus, Gurney). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 

13: 175. 
19231. The speckled pigeon (Columba phaeonota, G. R. Gray). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 

13: 225. 
1923m. The noisy francolin or Cape pheasant (Francolinus capensis, Gmel.). S. Afr. Gdng 

Ctry Life 13: 365, 375. 
1923n. The yellow-billed duck, geelbec (Anas undulata), S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 13: 453. 
19230. Protected wild flowers—series A. S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 13: 63, 101, 404, 492. 
1924a. With S. H. Skaife. Editors: Nature Notes 2. (Also numerous contributions.) 
1924b. Cape white-eye, witte-oogie, glas-oogie, kers-oogie (Zosterops capensis). S. Afr. 

Gdng Ctry Life 14: 173. 
1924c. The Cape long-tailed sugar bird (Promerops cafer, L.). S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 14: 398. 
1924d. Protected wild flowers—series B. S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 14: 34, 71, 148, 184, 224, 

268, 312, 363, 394, 437, 474. 
1925a. South African orchids. Ann. Bolus Herb. 4: 31-36. 
1925b. A Book of South African Flowers, paintings by D. Barclay; photographs by E. J. 

Steer. Cape Town: Specialty Press. 
1925c. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 4: 1-20, 25-29. 
1925d. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 4, pt. 1. 
1925e. Many contributions to Nature Notes 3. 
1925f. Protected wild flowers—series B. S. Afr. Gdng Ctry Life 15: 66, 91, 128, 180, 224, 

292, 325, 475. 

1926a. In Memoriam—M. M. Page. Ann. Bolus Herb. 4: 56-61. 
1926b. South African orchids. Ann. Bolus Herb. 4: 62-67. 
1926c. Novitates Africanae. Ann. Bolus Herb. 4: 37-55. 
1926d. Erica pageana. Curtis’s bot. Mag. 152: t.9133. 
1926e. Editor of Ann. Bolus Herb. 4, pt. 2. 










