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Obituary 
DR. L. CocKAYNE, c.M.G., F.R.s. 

T HE death, in Wellington, of Dr. Leonard 
Cockayne early in July at the age of seventy

nine years is recorded with deep regret. 
Dr. Cockayne was born in Derbyshire in 1855, 

the youngest son of the late Mr. W. Cockayne. 
He went to Australia in 1879 and to New Zealand 
in 1880. At first he was engaged in teaching, but 
in 1887 he commenced his botanical exploration 
which he continued almost to the time of his death. 
The geographical position of the Dominion must 
in itself make a study of its flora and vegetation 
of supreme importance to all interested in the 
distribution of plants. Its richly endemic flora 
has attracted the attention of botanists from the 
time of Banks and Solander (1769-70) to the 
present day. Thanks to the activity of a large 
number of collectors, many of whom were, or are, 
resident in New Zealand, its flora has been rela
tively well investigated. 

Cockayne's great contribution to New Zealand 
botany was his pioneer work in the ecological study 
of the vegetation, and the problems of plant evolu
tion as presented by the native flora. His syneco
logical publications commenced in 1899 with a 
paper on the burning and regeneration of sub
alpine scrub (Trans. New Zeal. lnst., 31, 398; 
1899), although he had already published accounts 
of the freezing of New Zealand alpine plants and 
ofthe seedling forms of New Zealand phanerogams. 
The titles of the scores of papers published by 
Cockayne indicate both the wide and original 
nature of his resear:::h and something of the 
stimulus he gave to the study of plant-life in the 
southern hemisphere. His extensive botanical 
travels in the Dominion and its dependencies gave 
him that wide knowledge which enabled him to 
write his magnum opus-"The Vegetation of New 
Zealand"-which was published, as vol. 14 of 
Engler and Drude's "Die Vegetation der Erde", 
in 1921. The first edition of this was disposed 
of within one year of its appearance, and a second 
edition was published in 1928. 

Cockayne's special interests were undoubtedly 
centred in the study of plants as living organisms, 
and hence in the major problems of biology. Apart 
from vegetational studies he delighted in consider
ing plant morphology from a dynamic point of 
view. His early investigation into the form of 
seedlings, his research on the variation of leaves, 
the significance of spines, and his field-studies on 
hybridism (carried on latterly in conjunction with 
Dr. H. H. Allan), indicate not only the intensive 
and extensive nature of his research, but also his 
desire to answer the how and wherefore of every 
problem connected with the botany of his adopted 
country. 

In 1912, Cockayne published an important 
paper under the title "Observations concerning 
Evolution derived from Ecological Studies in 
New Zealand" (Trans. New Zeal. lnst., 44, 1; 

1912). This was followed by various other papers 
in which the evolutionary aspect was stressed. 
The significance of hybridisation as the immediate 
cause of polymorphism, which is a conspicuous 
feature of a very large number of genera in the 
New Zealand flora, was urged with justified con
viction from the results of detailed fieldcstudies 
of 'hybrid swarms' . His criticisms of taxonomic 
practice have, like much of his other work, an 
application far outside the study of New Zealand 
plants, and should be considered by all who believe 
in the fundamental importance of taxonomy. 

Two other aspects of Cockayne's life-work must 
be mentioned. It was, perhaps, his early teaching 
experience which enabled him to produce a book 
so admirably suited as an introduction to New 
Zealand plant ecology as "New Zealand Plants 
and their Story". In this work the underlying 
idea is that of "the plants telling their own story", 
but the interpretation of this story discloses the 
master mind. A remarkable feature of the book 
is the simplicity of its language with its avoidance 
of the absurdities usually associated with over
popularisation. It is for New Zealanders them
selves to estimate and acknowledge what they owe 
to Cockayne as a teacher in that broad sense of 
the term as one who by inspiration and example 
leads the way. It is obvious to others that the 
influence of such a textbook, of wide appeal, well 
produced and illustrated and yet of low price, 
must continue through many generations. 

The application of ecology to economic problems 
was another feature of much of Cockayne's re
search. Forests, sand-dunes and pastures, especially 
the last, were investigated with the view of pre
serving, stabilising and improving them. That 
his own words-"it seems clear that New Zealand 
is attempting to do its economic ecological duty" 
(Report Imperial Botanical Congress, p. 266 ; 
1925)-are true, is mainly due to Cockayne him
self. His wide botanical knowledge made his 
advice of inestimable value on the Royal Com
mission on Forestry (1913), the Cawthron Com
mission (1919), the Royal Pastoral Commission 
(1920), as well as in his position of honorary 
botanist to the New Zealand State Forest 
Service. 

Numerous honours were bestowed on Cockayne 
-the Hector Medal and Prize, the Hutton 
Memorial Prize, the Mueller Memorial Medal and 
Prize, the Darwin Medal of the Royal Society 
(1928), the Veitch Memorial Medal (1932). He 
was elected a fellow of the Royal Society in 1912 
and created C.M.G. in 1929. He was a fellow and 
past president (1918-19) of the New Zealand 
Institute and in 1932 he received the honorary 
degree 0f D.Sc., New Zealand. The British Eco
logical Society fittingly recognised the importance 
of his contributions to ecological botany by making 
him an honorary member in 1933. 

w. B. TURRILL. 
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