William Raymond Philipson (1911 – 1997)

W

illiam Raymond Philipson, the son of James
and Emily Philipson, was born on 6 December
1911 at Newcastle upon Tyne, England. He later
attributed "the ink running through his veins" to his
father's process-engraving business, and his lifelong
love of plants to childhood holidays in the Lake
District. After his early education in Newcastle, and
part-time botany at Durham University, he entered
Downing College, Cambridge, where he excelled in
the natural sciences. He was also a competent multisportsman during his student years. Following his
graduation in 1933 and two years' research work at
the herbarium of Kew Gardens, he began his career
at the British Museum (Natural History) in London.
During World War II he was seconded to the Home
Office and Ministry of Home Security, but continued
his botanical interest by enrolling as a part-time
research student at the University of London.
Setting up a laboratory at home enabled him to
study the development of the inflorescence and in
1947 gain his PhD.

While at the British Museum he made botanical
explorations in the West Indies (1939) and in
Colombia, the latter resulting in publication of The
ImmaculateForest (1952). In his early years at
Canterbury he committed himself to learning the
plants of New Zealand, and with Garth Brownlie
produced a handbook of the Cass flora (1958). His
interest in alpine plants led to many mountain trips
with photographer Derek Hearn, gathering
information for Rock Garden Plants of the Southern
Alps (1962). Collecting trips with his wife to the
Cook Islands and New Guinea (1968, 1969)
focussed on Rhododendron and Araliaceae
specimens. He was also a compulsive writer of
scientific papers and reviews, a participant in
various local and overseas meetings, a member of
prestigious scientific organisations in New Zealand
and abroad, and a recipient in 1977 of the Royal
Society of New Zealand's Hutton Medal.
When Michael J Heads included Nertera species in
the genus Coprosma (1996), two new name
combinations were required. Coprosma philipsonii
(= Nertera cunninghamii) was named for William
Raymond Philipson, professor of botany, University
of Canterbury, New Zealand.

In 1951 he arrived in New Zealand to take up the
position of senior lecturer in botany at Canterbury
University College in Christchurch, replacing
Charles Foweraker who had recently retired.
Philipson's wife died in 1953, leaving him with a
young family. He married Melva Noeline Crozier,
one of his first postgraduate students, the next year,
and they subsequently raised a family of four
children. In 1954 also, he became head of the new
Department of Botany. He remained professor of
botany until his retirement in 1976, and continued
his research as emeritus professor until 1990 when,
aged 80, he moved to Greytown to be near family
members. He and Melva, both keen gardeners,
established their third new garden there. Philipson
was working in it when he collapsed and died on
29 March 1997.

Nertera cunninghamii
Nertera (Greek nerteros 'lowly', referring to the
habit) is a genus of about 15 species of small,
creeping perennial herbs from the South Pacific
rim. Six species are native to New Zealand.
Nertera cunninghamii (= Coprosma philipsonii)
is a glabrous creeping herb with a slender habit
and heart-shaped leaves, which unlike those of
Nertera depressa, are not foetid when crushed.
The tiny insignificant flowers are followed by
small bright red drupes. Nertera cunninghamii
is found in damp lowland to montane forest,
shrubland and boggy places from Northland to
Northwest Nelson and beyond, and is more
local in distribution than Nertera depressa.
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