Walter Henry Pearson (1832 – 1911)
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alter Henry Pearson was born in Mangapory,
India, in 1832. The family's fortune came
from the trading and manufacture of iron, and
enabled Thomas Pearson (1732–1796) to build
Tettenhall Towers in Staffordshire, England. His
eldest child John Pearson (1771–1841), Walter's
grandfather, was a barrister until 1824, when the
East India Company appointed him Advocate
General of Bengal. He sailed to Calcutta with his
wife Elizabeth (née Hooke), two daughters and two
sons. Their eldest son John Thomas Pearson (1801–
1851) completed his medical training in London in
1825, became an army surgeon, and in Calcutta on
7 March 1827 married Frances Fitzpatrick. His son
Walter Henry Pearson was born five years later and
like most Anglo-Indian boys, was educated in
England. He returned to India in 1849, and in 1952,
when nearly 20 years old, he went to Australia.

In 1855 he sailed in the schooner Caledonia from
Melbourne to Port Chalmers, New Zealand. With a
pastoral lifestyle in mind, he explored much of the
Maniototo plain and became part owner of Waipori
Station. However, in May 1857 he took more
congenial work in the Land Office, Dunedin. Within
a few months he was entrusted with the opening of
a branch office in Invercargill, where he operated
from a basic hut in Tay Street. Shortly afterwards he
was appointed a Justice of the Peace. He had found
his niche; he was courteous and competent, and in
1861 when South Otago became independent, he
was appointed a Commissioner of Crown Lands and
Chief Commissioner of the Waste Lands Board of
Southland, positions he continued to hold when the
provinces were reunited in 1870. He also held
appointments on other commissions, entered
provincial politics, and was a fluent, often optimistic
writer of reports.
His work took him to Stewart Island several times,
and his glowing reports on the island's potential for
settlement led to its nickname "Pearson's Paradise".
Botanist Thomas Kirk visited the island in 1882 and
1884. In his paper On the Flowering Plants of
Stewart Island he acknowledged his obligation "to
Mr W Pearson, Commissioner of Crown Lands, for
numerous dried plants collected in out-of-the way
places during several trips there", and went on to
describe a new species: "I am indebted to
Mr Pearson for a much-branched specimen of
Dracophyllum, collected either on Codfish Island or
in Chew-tobacco Bay. I venture to describe it
provisionally in the absence of flowers, and have
great pleasure in attaching the name of its
discoverer, to whom I am greatly indebted for
numerous specimens of Stewart Island plants."
In 1884 Pearson retired after 27 years' service in
the Invercargill Land Office and moved to Dunedin,
continuing his role as a School Commissioner of
Otago until 1888. He spent his last few years at
Napier, where he died on 1 September 1911 at the
age of 79. He was twice married, but had no
children. His father, who was a companion of British
zoologist John Edward Gray (1800–1875) during
their medical studies in London, is recorded as
having donated specimens to the Museum of the
East India Company from 1841, and in the same
year became curator of the Museum of the Asiatic
Society in Calcutta; in 1842 and 1851 two Asian
mammals were named after him. Lake Pearson in
the South Island of New Zealand honours the
Cumberland-born pioneer run-holder Joseph
Pearson (1821–1901).

Dracophyllum pearsonii
Dracophyllum ('dragon-leaf') refers to a resemblance of
the leaves to those of Dracaena, the dragon tree of
Teneriffe. The genus comprises around 50 species from
Australasia and New Caledonia, mostly shrubs, but also
cushion plants and trees. Dracophyllum pearsonii is a lowgrowing grassy shrub up to 60 cm tall, with short erect
branches bearing dense tufts of both live and dead
reddish-brown, narrow-pointed leaves. The small white
tubular flowers are in small groups near the branch tips.
Montane to alpine, usually in open shrub-land, herbfield
or grassland, it is confined to a few sites in Fiordland and
Rakiura/Stewart Island.
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