Norman Lascelles Elder (1896 – 1974)

N

orman Lascelles Elder was born in Wellington
on 6 April 1896, the son of Henry Richardson
Elder and his second wife Anne Wildman. He grew
up at "Waimahoe", the bush farm cleared by his
father at Waikanae, and explored the foothills of the
adjacent Tararua Range. He was educated at
Huntley School, Marton, Napier Boys' High School
and Wanganui Collegiate School, and achieved very
well academically. In 1916 he enlisted and served
with the New Zealand Machine Gun Corps in France
and Belgium; he was wounded twice in the same
leg, and while convalescing in Britain he studied
botany. Wounded again and invalided home, he
learned that his younger brother Godfray had died
of influenza at Trentham Army Camp, while training
for overseas service. After a brief stay Norman
returned to Britain to study engineering at
Cambridge University (King's College), graduated
MA in Mechanical Science and worked in Britain for
several years as an electrical engineer.

Meanwhile in 1931 Elder made a career change to
teach at Hereworth, Havelock North, and stayed for
the next 24 years. Outside the curriculum he
coached cricket and rugby, introduced the boys to
surveying and mapping, and acquainted them with
the bush-clad hills beyond. One of his students,
Tony Druce, went on to become a renowned field
botanist. In his spare time Elder explored, mapped
and botanised, sometimes with Kathleen, and
brought back plants to grow on for further study.
He also researched historical aspects and the
impact of deer and possums on the areas. He took a
leading role in the formation and activities of the
Heretaunga Tramping Club, served on the
committee of the Federated Mountain Clubs and
was active in the Search and Rescue Organisation.
For his exploration and mapping of the North Island
ranges, he was elected a fellow of the Royal Society
of New Zealand in 1938, and in 1954 he was
awarded the Loder Cup for his work on indigenous
plants. In 1961 Lucy Moore described and named a
forget-me-not Myosotis elderi "after Mr N L Elder
who drew attention to its presence in the Tararua
Range", but some botanists consider it "merely a
northerly expression of Myosotis lyallii".

On 8 October 1927 at Kingston, Surrey, he married
his English cousin Kathleen Montresor Elder. They
moved to Wellington, where Norman worked on
electrification projects for the New Zealand
Railways Department. Kathleen shared her
husband's passion for tramping and botany, and
they spent many weekends in the nearby ranges
before joining the Tararua Tramping Club in1928.
Mapping was another of Norman's interests, and his
trampers' map of the Tararuas was published in
1932, the first of several that were incorporated
into Department of Lands and Survey maps.
Influenced by plant ecologist Leonard Cockayne,
Elder began observing the habitat and distribution
of plants. This led to a systematic botanical survey
and the publication in 1938 of An Outline of the
Vegetation and Flora of the Tararua Mountains, with
Zotov, Beddie, Sainsbury and Hodgson.

When he retired from teaching Elder worked parttime with the New Zealand Forest Service for eight
years, reporting on the plant ecology of the central
North Island ranges and training the annual student
work force. Although it troubled him, his wounded
leg carried him over the backcountry until he was
nearly 70. After his wife died in August 1963 he
returned to Wellington and spent his remaining
years in York Bay, Eastbourne, researching the
history of Waikanae. A gentlemanly and principled
person, he died on 10 August 1974, survived by his
sons Hugh and Mark, and daughter Alison Procter.

Myosotis elderi
Of the 50 or so mainly temperate species in the
forget-me-not genus Myosotis (Greek 'mouse
ear'), about 34 are native to New Zealand. Most
are alpine, and many are rare and local.
Myosotis elderi is a small rosette-forming
perennial herb with trailing branches forming
patches up to 8 cm across. The rosette leaves
have numerous long, soft, spreading hairs on
the upper surface only. Short flower heads
carry a few white, blue or pinkish flowers with a
long style, and anthers barely projecting
beyond the petals. Myosotis elderi is a low to
high alpine species found in fellfield and other
open habitats of the Tararua Range and South
Island mountains.
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