Thomas Wrench Naylor Beckett (1839 – 1906)

T

homas Wrench Naylor Beckett was born in
Liverpool, England, on 24 July 1839, the eldest
son of William Henry Beckett, a wine merchant of
Dyffryndulas, Llanddulas and Liverpool. Educated
at the Royal Institution School, Liverpool, he went
as a young man to Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) in the
late 1860s and became established as a coffee
planter, returning to Liverpool in 1869 to marry
Sarah Tolson Clint, the daughter of John Clint of
Ashfield Lodge, Rock Ferry (across the Mersey
River) on 10 February 1870. After the birth of their
first child Thomas Herbert Beckett later that year,
they returned to Ceylon and their younger two sons
and two daughters were born there. The middle
child Alfred Charles Beckett died on the island on
24 December 1878 when he was four years old.
During the late 1870s the coffee plantations were
devastated by a leaf fungus rust and many of the
planters switched to the cultivation and production
of tea, but the changeover caused Beckett and
others to lose money and sometimes their property.
In 1883 he brought his family to New Zealand on
the P & O vessel Thames via Melbourne, and the
Waihora to Lyttelton. He purchased a 10-acre
property at Fendalton, named it "Elbedde" after his
Ceylon estate, and became an orchardist, the family
living in a small cottage next to the Cathedral
Grammar School until their house was built.

After an attack of influenza, which developed into
pneumonia, he died on 5 November 1906, aged 68,
and was buried in the graveyard of St Paul's
Anglican Church, Papanui. With him are buried his
wife Sarah (1838–1921) and his unmarried
daughters Mary Ethel (1871–1947) and Amy
Middleton (1876–1964). A window of St Barnabas
Church is dedicated to the memory of Thomas
Wrench Naylor Beckett, and several moss species
have been named after him. In 1985 the moss
incorrectly known as Physomitridium readeri in
New Zealand was renamed Bryobeckettia bartlettii
by Allan Fife of DSIR Botany Division, honouring
Thomas Wrench Naylor Beckett, "a meticulous
student of the mosses of New Zealand".

Beckett had long been interested in botany and as
early as 1865 was elected a member of the Linnean
Society in London. In Ceylon he collected and
became an authority on the ferns of the island.
However, his main interest was the study of mosses
and to a lesser degree liverworts and lichens, and in
New Zealand he was fortunate to have the time and
resources to spend on them. He collected mainly in
the South Island, especially Canterbury, the West
Coast and Nelson areas, during the same period as
two other Christchurch bryologists, Robert Brown
(1824–1906) and Thomas George Wright (1831–
1914), were collecting. He also corresponded and
exchanged specimens with authorities and other
collectors, both in New Zealand and overseas. He
built up an extensive library on the subject and a
meticulous and well-documented herbarium, which
together with his correspondence, was later
presented to the Canterbury Museum. Elected a
member of the Canterbury Philosophical Institute in
1887, Beckett read seven papers on New Zealand
mosses to members of the institute between 1892
and 1898. He took an interest in primary school
education and served as chairman of the Fendalton
School committee. A stalwart of St Barnabas
Anglican Church, Fendalton for more than 20 years,
he was vicar's warden for 18 years and managed
the construction of its Sunday School building.

Ernst Haeckel 'Muscinae' [mosses] (1904)

Bryobeckettia bartlettii
Bryobeckettia in the family Funariaceae is one of eleven
moss genera considered endemic in New Zealand, nearly
all in lowland forests, and a few extending into subalpine vegetation. Bryobeckettia bartlettii honours the
Christchurch botanist T W N Beckett and also recognises
John Bartlett (1945-1986), who collected it near the
junction of the Waikato and Whangamarino rivers in the
early 1980s. Mosses in the Funariaceae are delicate,
short-lived plants, which grow on soil. Capsules are
usually common, with the mosses surviving as spores
during unfavourable conditions. The leaves are thin, soft
and usually crowded towards the top of the stem; the
capsule, often pear-shaped, may be erect or horizontal.
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