Kenneth Willway Allison (1894 – 1976)

K

enneth Willway Allison was born in Whanganui
on 1 February 1894. His Scottish grandfather
James Allison was from Avondale, Lanarkshire, and
graduated from the University of Glasgow with a
medical degree in 1839, the same year as fellow
student James Dalton Hooker. However, neither
practised medicine. James Allison immigrated to
New Zealand in the early 1840s and settled in
Whanganui. His marriage in 1844 to 15 year-old
Georgianna Gilfillan, conducted by missionary
Richard Taylor, was the first European marriage in
the area. Their first child Alexander Gilfillan Allison,
born in 1846, died the following year in the
aftermath of killing of other members of the Gilfillan
family by upriver Māori. Shortly afterwards, James
and his wife moved south and pioneered a sheep
run, Avondale, in the Wairau Valley. Their second
son was born in 1849 at Boulderbank, Marlborough,
and named Alexander after the baby who died; he
became the father of Kenneth Willway Allison.

Kenneth shared his father's interest in plants, and in
1914 at the outbreak of World War I he enlisted, not
only to see other parts of the world, but also its
plants. He rose through the ranks to become
lieutenant of the Rifle Brigade, and took opportunities to collect and identify wild flowers in
England, Scotland and Western Europe. Surviving
the wholesale slaughter of young men, he returned
to New Zealand in 1919, and the following year
married Olive May Lawrie of Rotorua. He took up a
government leasehold of 9,000 acres of unimproved
land in the Whirinaki valley, but the isolation and
development costs proved unsustainable and he
relinquished it in 1925. The only work available
was in the Rotorua nursery of the New Zealand
Forest Service, but it led to his lifetime career in all
aspects of forestry, from land preparation and
planting to responsibility for new and existing
forests in the central North Island, Waipoua in
Northland and Otago in the south, until ill health
forced his retirement in 1959.

In 1855 James Allison sold up and returned with his
family to Whanganui and the 1,000-acre property
he called Lambhill (after a farm near his family
home in Scotland), the title of which had been
arranged through the New Zealand Company.
Alexander was 17 years old when his father died of
yellow fever during a voyage to England in 1867,
and he managed the farm until after his mother's
death, also at sea, twenty years later. Three blocks
were then sold, with Alexander retaining 200 acres
of the original farm, which became known as
Letham. He was a successful mixed farmer,
stockbreeder, orchardist and grower of the first
Chinese gooseberries (kiwifruit) in New Zealand. In
1893 at Shannon he married Kate Shaw Willway,
and the next year Kenneth, the first of their three
sons, was born. All three boys attended Wanganui
Collegiate School to matriculation standard.

His first botanical interests were the orchids, with
help sought from H B Matthews and T F Cheeseman,
and then the ferns. In 1927 he came across a
curious, almost leafless moss, Buxbaumia aphylla,
until then unknown in New Zealand. The discovery
of another Buxbaumia species was the start of his
interest in the bryophytes and many years of
correspondence with G O K Sainsbury and Amy
Hodgson. A collaboration in 1968 with Dunedin
naturalist John Child led to the publication of
introductory books on mosses in 1971 and
liverworts in 1975. A member of several scientific,
ecological and historical societies, and associated
with the Botany Department of the University of
Otago, Kenneth Willway Allison died in Dunedin on
15 December 1976, survived by his three married
daughters. His wife Olive predeceased him in 1967.

Allisonia cockaynei
The genus Allisonia was created by Herzog in
1941 to accommodate an unusual thallose
liverwort sent to him by K W Allison. Allisonia
cockaynei is the only species in the genus, and
is endemic to New Zealand. Vegetatively, the
plant resembles a thin Marchantia, but the
sporophytes are quite different. The fronds are
dull green, thin and fragile, 12-14 mm wide and
up to 3 cm long, with undulate margins and
narrow midrib, which is densely clothed on the
under surface with reddish-brown rhizoids.
Found throughout New Zealand, and originally
collected from the volcanic plateau in the North
Island, it is said to be quite common in subalpine sites in the South Island.
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