Dorothy Anne Cooper (1941 – )

T

he fourth of five daughters in a family of six,
Dorothy Anne Cooper (née Berry), was born in
Wellington, New Zealand, on 11 December 1941.
Her father Reginald George James Berry (1906–
1979) had emigrated from England on the Ionic in
1925, and after two years as a farm cadet in
Gisborne, paid off his assisted passage and arrived
in Wellington. He obtained work as a commercial
artist with an advertising agency, and later designed
stamps and medals. At St Jude's Church, Lyall Bay,
on 3 February 1932 he married office secretary
Miriel Frances Hewitt, who he had met through his
work. They rented a furnished flat until 1935, when
they moved into their new house at 56 Nevay Road
overlooking the harbour, and it remained the
family's home base for more than forty years.
Dorothy, like her sisters, was educated at Worser
Bay School and Wellington East Girls' College.

She pursued her interest in biology at Victoria
University, married geologist Roger Cooper in
March 1963, and after graduating BSc at the end of
the year, joined him in Borneo where he was
working on a United Nations development
programme. Their son Alan was born in1966 in
Dunedin when Roger was studying limestone
resources for agriculture for his PhD. The family
then moved back to Wellington and Roger's work
for the former DSIR. Between 1968 and 1990
Dorothy, Alan and later his sister Julie (born 1968)
joined Roger on most of his annual field trips to
Nelson, where he was studying the Palaeozoic rocks
of the area. The children were almost brought up in
backpacks! The family loved the bush, and Dorothy
became so interested in the many different orchids
she was finding, "some of them so small and yet so
intricate", that a microscope was often packed as
well! Reading about Darwin's findings on the
pollination of orchids by insects led to her series of
articles in the Wellington Orchid Society Journal
from March 1978 to August 1981.
When Roger Cooper was awarded a Nuffield
Science Foundation Fellowship the family went to
England for eighteen months 1980–81, and the
children went to school there. Orchid Society
contacts showed Dorothy some of the European
wild orchids and the conservation efforts required
to protect them. With spare time now available, she
decided to expand her earlier work into a book. She
studied the extensive orchid collections at Kew and
read all the early articles in the Transactions of the
New Zealand Institute. Although she had no art
training she did all the line drawings, her husband
provided the photographs, and her Field Guide to
New Zealand Native Orchids (1981) sold out in the
first year. Back home in Wellington she formed a
native orchid group, organised outings and
circulated a newsletter for several years before
handing over the reins to Ian St George in 1988. One
day in a park at Day's Bay, Wellington, she noticed a
Pterostylis (greenhood) that looked different from
any she had previously seen, and she later found
more plants with similar characteristics. Her further
investigations indicated it was indeed a new
species, and in 1983 her description of Pterostylis
cardiostigma was published in the New Zealand
Journal of Botany.

Gastrodia cooperae
Gastrodia, meaning 'pot-bellied', refers to the shape of
the flowers. There are now five described species of
these non-green potato orchids in New Zealand. They
have erect, brown or greenish-brown leafless stems with
up to 40 dull, drooping, scented flowers in the summer.
Similar to Gastrodia cunninghamii, except for the long
column (in G. cunninghamii it is very short) and the black
labellum apex, "long column black" was first considered a
different entity by Cooper in 1983. Today it is known
from only a few locations: in eastern Wairarapa in the
North Island and a small area of northwest Nelson.
Flowering is December–January.

In 2016 two new species of potato orchid were
described by Te Papa botanist Carlos Lehnebach
and his team. Gastrodia cooperae was named in
acknowledgement of Dorothy 'Dot' Cooper and the
significant contribution she made to the knowledge
of New Zealand native orchids, "which led to
recognition of this species as distinct".
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