William Bell (1833 – 1916)

W

illiam Bell, an early collector of mosses in
southern New Zealand, was born around
1833 in the village of Ecclefechan in Dumfriesshire,
Scotland. His mother was left widowed with eight
children when she was quite young, and virtually
nothing is known about William's early life. His
interest in alpine mosses began at the Royal Botanic
Garden, Edinburgh, where he was a journeyman
gardener; it was noticed, and he was encouraged to
attend Professor Hutton Balfour's lectures and field
studies. In September 1860 he accompanied
journalist and lecturer William Keddie and
Professor Balfour on an ascent of 1,083 metre
Schiehallion, "the fairy hill of the Caledonians" near
Loch Rannoch, to collect ferns for the botanic
garden. Bell later presented some mosses to the
Edinburgh Botanical Society for its herbarium –
possibly his first recorded moss collection. He was
elected an associate of the Botanical Society of
Edinburgh in December 1861, and in subsequent
years several of his articles on Scottish mosses and
other plants were published by the society.

Although his contract in India was for four years, he
remained there until the wild speculation of the tea
companies settled down, and in 1868 was back in
Edinburgh as assistant to the curator of the Royal
Botanic Garden herbarium John Sadler, and
collecting mosses with him.
During the autumn of 1872 he spent nine weeks in
New Zealand, based at Dunedin while he did
harvesting work and various other jobs as far afield
as Timaru, until he was called back to India to
become manager to the Dehra Dhoon Tea Company.
He was there until the late 1880s, except for two
six-month periods of sick leave (a liver complaint)
in New Zealand (1873–74 and 1880–81). After his
retirement from the tea company he lived on
Campbell Road at Pine Hill, Dunedin (perhaps with
a family member) and collected bryophytes locally
and further afield in Central Otago and Stewart
Island until 1895. Returning to India some time
before 1900, he spent a few years as temporary
superintendent of the Saharanpur Botanic Garden
and finally retired to Christchurch with failing
eyesight, "unable to do anything amongst the
mosses for some time past". After developing
pneumonia, he died in Christchurch on 17 March
1916, in his 84th year.

In May 1862, when he was 29 years old, he accepted
the position of head gardener at the Botanic Garden
of Saharanpur in northwest India, where early
experimental plantings of tea and cinchona were
being made. While there, he botanised around the
area and in 1863 sent specimens back to Edinburgh.
Among them was an orchid that John F Duthie in
1902 named Eulophia campanulata in punning
allusion to Bell's surname. William Bell's
description of the forest regions on the northern
side of the Siwalik Hills, which he sent back to
Balfour, was published in the Transactions of the
Botanical Society of Edinburgh in 1869, and another
on the hot springs of Jumnotri was communicated
personally and published after his return.

During one of his periods of sick leave he presented
his collection of Indian mosses to the Otago (then
the Dunedin) Museum, but due to an unspecified
incident donated his 3,000 New Zealand mosses to
Viktor Ferdinand Brotherus at the University of
Helsinki in Finland. Brotherus honoured him in the
name of the endemic moss genus Bellia (now
Crosbya) and three South Island endemic moss
species.

Crosbya nervosa
Crosbya is a New Zealand endemic moss genus
consisting of two species. (The new name
honouring Marshall R Crosby, curator of
bryophytes at the Missouri Botanical Garden,
has replaced the familiar Bellia, honouring the
collector William Bell.) Plants of Crosbya
nervosa (was Bellia nervosa) are rather small,
gold to dark green, tuft-forming and epiphytic,
growing mostly on branches and trunks of
Metrosideros umbellata (southern rata) and
occasionally on wet rocks. So far it has been
found only in the subantarctic Campbell and
Auckland islands.
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