William Walter Willcox (1861 – 1944)

W

illiam Willcox was born on 11 September
1861at Woolsthorpe, Lincolnshire, England,
the son of farm labourer William Willcox and his
wife Sarah Remington. William junior was the fifth
child and middle son in their family of seven. He
grew up during the great agricultural depression
and rural depopulation of Britain, and around 1880,
still in his teens, he arrived in New Zealand. On
16 January 1888, at the age of 25, he married dressmaker Emily Frances (Fanny) Cox, the eldest
daughter of John George Cox and his wife Dinah née
Thomas, who farmed a small property on
Racecourse Road, Ashburton. William and Emily
lived in the town's northern suburb of Allenton,
until 1896, and then at Riccarton, Christchurch.
During this period William was registered as
"gardener, residential".

In July 1908 Willcox was promoted to the position
of head gardener on the permanent staff. He
became an active member of the Wakatipu (later
Queenstown) Bowling Club, was bestowed
honorary membership in 1909, and over the ten
years he was there, won many tournaments.
He collected alpine plants assiduously in the Otago
lakes district for the rock garden he was creating in
Queenstown Park, and sent specimens from the
region to Cockayne. He also corresponded with
Donald Petrie and T F Cheeseman in Auckland, both
of whom named species after him. In 1916
Cheeseman described Cotula willcoxii (now
Leptinella pectinata subsp. willcoxii) from the "head
of Lake Wakatipu, Otago, near Mount Earnslaw",
and wrote, "The only specimens that I have seen are
those collected by Mr Willcox of Queenstown, and I
have much pleasure in associating his name with
the plant."

On 21 July 1903 he was appointed temporary
gardener at the government spa resort at Hamner
Springs. His plant collecting on the nearby
mountains for botanist Leonard Cockayne probably
began during his three years there. His wife died at
Hamner, aged 41, on 9 December 1905, leaving four
sons and two daughters, and was buried at the
Jollies Pass Cemetery.

In 1917 Willcox was transferred to Te Aroha in the
North Island to manage the Government Hot
Springs Domain, and in about 1921 he moved on
once more, to the position of head gardener at
Rotorua. He retired to Paptoetoe in 1927 at the age
of 65 years and made a trip back to England on the
Orcades in 1938. He then lived at Huapai until just
before his death on 26 November 1944 at St David's
Hospital, Epsom, Auckland, at the age of 83.

In June 1906 Willcox was appointed temporary
government gardener and bowling green caretaker
at Queenstown. From his marriage in Christchurch
on 9 January 1907 to Frances Violet Reid, two
further sons and a daughter were born.

Leptinella pectinata subsp. willcoxii
Leptinella ('small, slender') is a genus of some
33 species of button daisies from New Zealand,
New Guinea, Australia and subantarctic South
America. Eight of the 17 native species are
alpine. Leptinella pectinata subsp. willcoxii
(pectinata 'comb-like', referring to the leaves)
has almost fleshy leaves with up to four pairs
of lateral leaflets and (November to February)
yellow to yellow-red florets. It is restricted to
the higher mountains from Aoraki/Mt Cook
south and west to northern Fiordland, where it
may be common as small open patches, usually
near streams in seepages, on damp rock faces,
bare rock and moist slopes nearly devoid of
other vegetation.
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