John Smaillie Tennant (1865 – 1958)
Smaillie Tennant was born at Caversham,
John
Dunedin, in April 1865, the eldest son of John

who had gone north before him, and accompanied
them on multi-day expeditions in the Tararua and
Kaimanawa ranges. An invited member of the
Canterbury Philosophical Institute's Auckland and
Campbell Islands expedition in November 1907, he
collected mainly grasses (with Aston), mosses,
liverworts and lichens. On the Snares they found
two dominant grass species – Poa littorosa
intermixed with patches of "a most handsome and
succulent grass" worthy of further study. Two years
later Petrie described Poa tennantiana, naming it
after Aston's friend and field companion.

Tennant, a customs officer, and his wife Elizabeth,
née Colledge. His father was from Peebleshire,
Scotland, and arrived at Port Chalmers on the
Tamora in March 1859; his mother, also Scottish,
was from Roxburghshire. John Tennant was a longserving committee member and chairman of the
Caversham School, and his son would almost
certainly have been educated there. After four years
as a pupil-teacher, John Smaillie Tennant trained for
two years at the Normal School, Dunedin, and he
subsequently worked up to the position of first
assistant at the Dunedin High Street School. At the
same time he did intermittent Otago University
studies, and graduated BA (1891), BSc (1892) and
MA (1899). For six years he was a lecturer in botany
at the Dunedin Technical School, founded by high
schools science master George Malcolm Thomson
(1848–1933), and for a short time was locum
tenens professor of biology at Otago University.
Tennant later alluded to Thomson as his father in
botany, and credited his success to him and the
Technical School. He also knew Donald Petrie
(1846–1925), senior inspector of schools for Otago
and a well-known botanist, and agricultural chemist
and botanical explorer Bernard Aston (1871–
1951). Tennant was elected a member of the Otago
Institute in 1893.

In 1912, after a visit to England, Tennant took up
the position of principal of Wellington Teachers'
Training College, and consequently lecturer in
education for Victoria University College. When a
new chair was created he became the first professor
(part-time) in 1923, remaining head of the training
college until 1924. On 24 November that year his
wife Ethel died, and on 18 January 1926, in a quiet
ceremony at St Paul's Pro-Cathedral, Wellington, he
married Winifred Gray Maitland, former principal of
Kelburn Normal School, and daughter of Canon
Adam Gray Maitland of Worcester Cathedral,
England. Tennant retired in 1927, moving later to
Tahunanui, Nelson, and died on 7April 1958. It
seems he had no children, and his younger brother,
Joshua Leyden Tennant, and sister, Bessie Stuart
Tennant, had died in their youth in 1893 and 1895
respectively – perhaps from tuberculosis, which
was then rife. A bequest was made to Otago
University, specifically for botanical research, and
the annual John Smaillie Tennant Lecture is named
in his honour. A dedicated educationalist with
literary and botanical interests, he also played
tennis, football, and in later years, golf. In courtesy
he was said to have been second only to Kirk.

On 18 December 1894 at St Mark's Church, Sussex
Square, Wellington, John Smaillie Tennant married
Edith Ethel Moresby Zohrab, a daughter of
Constantine and Ethel Zohrab, and moved from his
parents' home at College Street, Caversham, to
Maitland Street. In 1898 he became headmaster of
Ashburton High School, and in 1905 inspector of
schools in the Wellington district. Here he was
reunited with his Dunedin friends Petrie and Aston,

Poa tennantiana
Poa (Greek word for meadow grass or fodder)
is a genus of about 500 species of grasses
native to the temperate regions of both
hemispheres. Poa tennantiana (syn. Poa foliosa
var. tennantiana), muttonbird poa, is found on
the Snares and a few other coastal areas of
southern New Zealand, usually in or near
seabird nesting grounds, on forest edges, cliff
faces and damp banks in relatively sheltered
areas. It is a rather stout, stiff-leaved perennial
tussock-forming grass up to 1 metre tall. It has
a narrow range and is abundant in most of its
known locations. Superficially similar to Poa
foliosa (photographed on Enderby Island in the
Auckland Islands group), Poa tennantiana has a
monoecious rather then dioecious habit and
yellow-green rather than blue-green leaves.
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