Dennis Huckvale Leigh (1908 – 1982)

B

orn 12 February 1908 at Penrith, Cumberland,
in the English Lake District, Dennis Huckvale
Leigh was the son of a dentist, Herbert Wharfdale
Leigh and his wife Rebecca, née Huckvale. After
boarding at Scarborough College and working at
Hayes Garden Centre in Ambleside, he studied at
the renowned Aldenham Gardens in Hertfordshire,
and then spent three years at the Royal Botanic
Gardens, Kew. As part of his studies at Kew he made
a collection of pressed plant specimens of the Lake
District during his 1931 summer holidays, and
while at Kew he won the British Botany Prize.

After the war he returned briefly to Ashburton, and
from 1946 until his retirement in 1974, was superintendent of Nelson City Council parks and reserves.
New hills beckoned: between 1948 and 1951 he
collected plants from the Nelson ranges for the
Otari Open Air Native Plant Museum in Wellington,
and in the 1960s he sent several collections from
the Nelson area to Botany Division DSIR. Highlights
of 1963 were his election as a fellow of the Royal
New Zealand Institute of Horticulture and his climb
of Mount Tapuae-o-Uenuku 9,645' (2,885 m), the
highest point in Australasia outside the Southern
Alps. As botanist on the DSIR entomology division
expedition to the Three Kings islands in November
1970, he spent four weeks on Great Island, and
made a brief landing on South West Island.

In 1933 he migrated to New Zealand to become
foreman of the Dunedin Botanic Gardens. He
promptly became an associate member of the New
Zealand Alpine Club, and in 1934 gave a winter
lecture on "The English Lake District and its Rock
Climbs" to the Otago Branch, and the following year
spoke on Cumberland. On 3 January 1935 Dennis
Leigh and fellow climbers Bill Walker and Jock Sim
made first ascents of Mounts Avalanche (2,606 m)
and Bevan (2,277 m) in the Mount Aspiring region,
and in that year Leigh became a full member of the
alpine club. During his five years at Dunedin, his
expeditions into the mountains of Otago and
Fiordland included botanical and plant collecting
trips as well as climbing expeditions: in 1937 from
the Mt Tutoko, Routeburn Valley and Lake Harris
area he brought back high alpine plants for the
formation of a scree garden at Dunedin, and the
next year he collected plants from the Humboldt
Mountains for the Christchurch Botanic Gardens.
The little cushioned speargrass named after him
was probably collected in 1937. Leigh found it
growing at 6,500' (1,981 m) on Mount Milne, in the
Darran Mountains, Fiordland. Specimens were
grown on in the scree garden of John (Jack) Scott
Thomson and it was described by H H Allan in 1939.

After a short illness he died in the Nelson Hospital
on 18 June 1982, aged 74, survived by his wife Joan,
his son Christopher, his daughter Rebecca Bowater
and nine grandchildren.

By then, Leigh was curator of the Ashburton domain
and reserves, and making excursions to the ranges
of Canterbury. On 6 September 1940 he married
Joan Tasman-Smith, who had worked with him in
Dunedin. Called up in June 1941, he served three
years in the Pacific with the NZEF during World
War II, and among his duties taught jungle survival
to air force commandoes (after learning from the
native people which plants were edible). He took
part in the landing of the 36th Battalion on Mono
Island south of Bougainville on 27 October 1943
and co-edited The 36th in the Pacific: the History of a
New Zealand Battalion 1941–1944. The frontispiece
"Wild Mahogany" illustrates another of his talents;
it was a prizewinner in an art and craft exhibition
organised by the New Zealand forces there, and he
also sold paintings to the American troops.

Aciphylla leighii
Aciiphylla ('sharp-leaf), commonly known as speargrass
or spaniard, is a genus of about 38 species, all but two
confined to New Zealand. Aciphylla leighii is a small
species with a stout, deeply penetrating taproot and soft,
blunt trifoliate leaves. The rosettes grow in cushions up
to 2 m across on exposed scree slopes at 1,800-2,000 m
on the Darran Mountains in Fiordland.
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