


OBITUARY. 

' Dr. Leonard Cockayne, C.M.G., F.R.S. 

All readers of this journal will have received with the 
deepest regret the news that Dr. Cockayne passed away at 
his residence at Ngaio on the 8th of July. He had attained 
his 80th year in a most strenuous life whose activities had 
continued to within a few weeks of his death. 

Dr. Cockayne was born in Derbyshire, England, in 1855, 
and was educated privately and at Owen's College, Man
chester. He left England in 1881. From 1881 to 1885 he 
was on the staff of the Tokomairiro District High School, 
and afterwards took up farming near Christchurch. 
Shortly after his arrival there he started an experiment 
station at New Brighton, and not only did he introduce 
thousands of orchard trees, shrubs, and herbaceous plants, 
but he started there the raising of New Zealand plants from 
seeds. This led on to intensive study and experiment with 
the seedling forms of New Zealand plants; and in this 
connection his discoveries were of high scientific value. The 
celebrated German botanist von Goebel visited New Zea
land in 1898, and whilst here spent most of his time with 
Cockayne examining the vegetation of the South Island 
mountains. Cockayne has said that this association with 
von Goebel was the greatest stimulus to his scientific work 
that he ever received. The experiment which most inter
ested von Goebel was that which proved how, by growing 
the spiny Discaria toumatou in moist air under a bell-glass, 
the spines are entirely suppressed, and only leafy shoots 
produced. From this time onward Cockayne's ardour in
tensified, and this led to numerous botanical excursions to 
nearly every district in New Zealand, to the islands near the 
coast, and to the Subantarctic islands. Cockayne was, I 
believe, the first botanist in the Empire to accept the eco
logical doctrines propounded by the Danish botanist, Warm
ing, in his celebrated work "The Oecology of Plants," pub
lished in German in 1896, and NewT Zealand, isolated as it 
is, oifered him a virgin and unequalled field for observing 
the plants of our flora "in relation to their surroundings." 

Cockayne's abnormal energy and enthusiasm impelled 
him to make numerous excursions to the most out-of-the-
way parts of the Dominion, and the discoveries made dur
ing these expeditions and the conclusions or theories drawn 
from them were published in "The Transactions of the New 
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Zealand Institute/' or in overseas scientific journals. In 
1910 he published "New Zealand Plants and their Story," 
which is a charming and simple, yet scientific description 
and history of the vegetation of New Zealand, and its most 
interesting components. I venture to predict that this 
little book alone will keep Cockayne among New Zealand's 
immortals. Besides his numerous contributions to scien
tific journals Cockayne wrote for the Lands and Survey De
partment special botanical reports on the Waipoua Kauri 
Forest, the Tongariro National Park, Kapiti Island, the 
New Zealand sand dunes, and Stewart Island. In all these 
reports the plant-life of the areas is dealt with ecologically, 
and I venture to say that through them Cockayne showed 
himself the leader of ecological botany in the British Em
pire and one of the foremost ecologists in the world. What 
Cockayne considered his "Magnum Opus" was, however, 
"The Vegetation of New Zealand" which came out in 1921 
as a volume of A. Engler's and 0. Drude's "Die Vegetation 
der Erde." A revised and enlarged edition of Cockayne's 
volume was published in 1926. However much future 
knowledge may cause some of Cockayne's opinions to be 
superseded, his writings will never lose their value as 
authoritative descriptions of the vegetation of New Zea
land before it had become modified or destroyed by man or 
the exotic fauna introduced by him. 

For many years Cockayne had been suspicious that 
many of the plants of New Zealand which systematic 
botanists had ranked as species were really merely hy
brids, and in 1923 he wrote a paper "Hybridism in New 
Zealand Flora," which was published in "The New Phyto
logist." Further investigation, supported by experiment, 
confirmed Cockayne in his views; .and in 1926 he wrote for 
the State Forest Service "A Monograph on the New Zea
land Beeches." In this work he shows that hybridism ex
tends to the forest trees and that there are among our 
beeches great numbers of natural hybrids. 

Cockayne's ecological investigations involved observa
tions on the effects of introduced animals on the indigenous 
vegetation, and even prior to 1913 the evidence he had 
found made him come to the very definite conclusion that 
New Zealand forests, which through thousands of years 
had been developed in the absence of any plant-eating ani
mals, are quite unable to withstand the damage such 
animals do, and that for this reason they should be exter
minated in the forests. 

158 



One of the achievements in which Cockayne took most 
pride was his establishment of the Otari open air living 
plant museum at Wellington. The object of this was to 
establish in the reserve small communities of New Zealand 
plants as they are found associated in nature. Whether a 
museum of similar nature now exists in any other country 
at present the writer does not know, but it certainly did not 
when Cockayne started his Otari scheme. 

Until the last few years Cockayne's most valuable work 
for science received far more recognition overseas than it 
did in New Zealand. He was given the degree of Ph.D., by 
the University of Munich as far back as 1903. He was 
elected a fellow of the Linnean Society in 1910; a fellow of 
the Royal Society in 1912—this is the highest honour in the 
Empire to which a scientific man can attain—in 1928 the 
Royal Society conferred on him the Darwin medal, which 
is the highest honour this distinguished society can confer; 
in this year also the Association for the Advancement of 
Science of Australia awarded him the Mueller Medal for 
research in botany. In N.Z. he had received the Hector 
Medal in 1914, and in 1918 he was elected president of the 
New Zealand Institute. He was held in high honour by all 
scientists and those interested in science in New Zealand, 
but it was not until 1932, when he received the C.M.G, that 
the great value of his work received any Government recog
nition. 

By the death of Doctor Cockayne New Zealand has lost 
one who has done more valuable scientific work in the coun
try than has been done by any other man, and his loss can 
be truly said to be a national loss, indeed, a loss to the 
Empire. 
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