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The Systematist and the Starlet: The mystery of the honourees in Tom
Iredale’s scientific names
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Email: pscofield@canterburymuseum.com
Tom Iredale was one of the preeminent Australasian taxonomists of the twentieth century. He
described more than 2,400 taxa; primarily molluscs but during his collaborations with Gregory
Mathews also a large number of birds. It has long been frustrating for nomenclaturalists and those
interested in the history of taxonomy that Iredale rarely gave the etymology for his nomenclatural
acts. Using recent innovations in genealogy and family history we are now able to understand
historical figures in more detail than they probably ever suspected we might. Examination of
Iredale’s personal life using these resources allows us to determine that Iredale’s complex and rather
surprising personal life was the source of many of his honorifics.
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Introduction
Tom Iredale was one of Australasia’s greatest
conchologists (studying molluscs through
comparison of their shells) and a talented
ornithologist. During his career he described at
least 2,400 new taxa, but somewhat annoyingly,
he almost never gave the etymology of the
names that he used. Whilst cataloguing the
type collection of Kermadec Island molluscs
held in Canterbury Museum, which Iredale
made at the beginning of his career, I made
observations that not only give the source of the
etymology for some of Iredale’s names but also
provide an insight into the private life of this
complex and unusual man. Wayne Longmore,
long-time Collection Manager of Birds at the
Museum of Victoria, once related a story to me
that also resonated:
Many years back John Disney [a doyen
of Australian Ornithology] enthralled
us with one of his stories about Iredale.
Apparently one day at his suburban Sydney
house he answered a knock on the door. The
lady was requesting to speak with Tom, and
when asked in relation to what they replied
‘I am his daughter from New Zealand’.

Iredale had apparently had a second family
over there and had never mentioned it to his
second wife Lilian Medland nor any of his
family.1
The daughter was Ida Iredale, born in
New Zealand to Iredale’s first wife. With
the abundance of resources available to the
modern genealogist, I was able to suggest a
solution to the intriguing mystery of just a few
of Iredale’s scientific names and contribute here
information gleaned both from online sources
and from the descendants of Tom Iredale
himself.
Early life and time in New Zealand
Born in Cumberland in Northern England in
1880, Tom Iredale was a self-taught English
naturalist. Details of his early life are sketchy but
his father John (1832–1897) was recorded as a
fruit merchant in the 1891 census.2 Tom was
apprenticed to a pharmacist from 1899 to 19013
and used to go bird watching and egg collecting
in the Lake District with fellow chemist
William (Will) Carruthers Lawrie. According
to R McEwen, he arrived in Wellington, New
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Zealand in December 1901, and travelled at
once on to Lyttelton and Christchurch. On
his second day in Christchurch, he discovered
that in the Foreign Natural History Gallery
of Canterbury Museum, two of 16 English
birds’ eggs were wrongly identified – a Red
Grouse egg (Lagopus lagopus scotica) labelled
as sandpiper (Scolopacidae), and a moorhen
(Gallinula sp.) labelled Water Rail (Rallus
aquaticus).4 Whether pointing out these errors
endeared him to the then curator F W Hutton
is not recorded.
Iredale was employed as an accountant in
Christchurch but in his spare time he became
fast friends with W R B Oliver. Oliver had
just graduated from Victoria University,
Wellington with an MSc in systematic botany
but was working at this time as a customs clerk
in Christchurch. Oliver would later become
a noted ornithologist, botanist and museum
curator. It was Oliver who taught Iredale the
basics of malacology and systematics and no
doubt turned his amateur enthusiasm into a
more honed scientific discipline.
Tom’s married life
Tom Iredale’s romantic life has recently been
discussed in a book about Iredale’s second wife
(Mattingley 2003). He was married twice and
Mattingley implies that his first marriage was
unhappy. However, the source of his marital
strife has never been discussed but seems to
stem from his time in London.
On 16 April 1906, Tom married 26-yearold Alice Maud Atkinson (1885–1975) in
Christchurch and just over a year later a
daughter, Ida5 (Fig. 1), was born. Tom spent
nine months on the Kermadec Island Group in
1908 with a scientific party that included Oliver
and it would appear that after this formative
experience, he decided that a return to England
might enable him to become a professional
scientist. The family arrived in London (via
Sydney and Port Said, where his sister lived)
on 17 April 1909 aboard the Orient Royal Mail
Ship Ortona and Alice stayed in England until
at least September.6

It would appear that Tom’s decision to
return to England was a sound one, for he was
employed on several occasions by members of
the famed Rothschild family on collecting trips.
Whilst working at the British Museum (Natural
History) he met the wealthy Australian
expatriate Gregory Mathews who employed
him for nearly 10 years writing ornithological
monographs for which Mathews took the lion’s
share of the credit7 (Kloot 1983).
Bohemian London
Iredale’s obituarist, Gilbert Whitley, who first
met him in Sydney in the 1920s, seems to have
an inkling of Iredale’s past and intriguingly
wrote in a paragraph discussing Iredale’s time
in London:
His upbringing had been strict, in a
Christian family, and it was not until he
was 30 that he began going to such worldly
places as theatre and vaudeville. Later he
was to find ‘show business’ and the persons
associated with it a relaxation from the
disciplines of science (Whitley 1972).
Indeed he did meet people in “show business”

Figure 1. Ida Iredale. Clifford Collection,
Canterbury Museum 1980.175.39423
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Figure 2. Ms Jeanne Davis, taken prior to the
First World War dressed apparently as Madam
Butterfly. From the collection of Mrs P Soane,
used with permission.

whilst he was in London; by 1911, Alice was
back in Christchurch8 and Tom was living
with a 25-year-old “theatrical professional”
(starlet in the title of this article) Jane (Jeanne)
Davis (Fig. 2) from Torquay in a Fulham flat
within walking distance of the British Museum
(Natural History). 9 Jeanne’s family recall that
Tom met Jeanne at a bohemian party given by
the wealthy banker, entomologist and Iredale’s
benefactor, Nathaniel Charles Rothschild.10
Official birth records indicate that Tom and
Jeanne had at least four, and probably five
children; Tom Hedley in 1910 (died aged 9
months), Freda Marion Roche in 1912, Mollie
Ena Mathieson in 1914, Constance Ruth Iredale
on 1 January 1916 and Zona Madge Ward on 3
April 1917.11
Lilian Medland
Whilst working at the British Museum, Tom

met a nurse turned artist Lilian Marguerite
Medland (1880–1955) (Mattingley 2003).
Medland was an accomplished artist and the
illustrator for Birds of the British Isles (Stonham
1906–1911). On 18 May 1916, Lilian Medland
gave birth to Beryl Rozelle Iredale in the district
of Barnet, England where her mother was still
living. Note the date with respect to the date of
Constance Ruth’s birth above. On 26 September
1918, Lilian Medland gave birth to Rex Iredale
in the district of Brentford, England.12
The pair were unable to marry until Tom’s
first wife divorced him. Alice started divorce
proceedings on 1 December 1922 but as the
process took 6 months, the divorce was not
granted until June 1923. The grounds given by
Mrs Iredale were “desertion and misconduct”. 13
At the St Giles registry office on 8 June 1923,14
only a few days after the divorce became final in
New Zealand, Tom married Lilian Marguerite
Medland. The family left England the same day
for Sydney, Australia, with their two children
aged 4 and 6. Tom and Lilian lived a charmed
life in Sydney where Tom was employed at
the Australian Museum from 1923 until his
retirement in 1944 (Fig. 3). Lilian illustrated
several of Tom’s books, many of his papers and
painted birds for the Australian Museum and
Gregory Matthews. They lived in the Northern
Beaches area and raised their two English-born
children. Lilian died in 1955.
Iredale’s honorifics
Iredale’s honorifics appear to tell a hidden
story of his personal life; their concealed
connotations were no doubt titillating to the
author. For example, the genus Jeannea Iredale,
1912 (a buccinoid whelk) probably honours
Jeanne Davis. The fact that Tom’s first born
son’s second name was Hedley allowed him to
name seven species and genus level taxa and
two family level taxa both after his prominent
malacological colleague, Charles Hedley (1862–
1926) and after his lost son simultaneously. Not
least of which was Jeannea hedleyi Iredale, 1912
(Fig. 4); after all, naming a taxon tomi or even
tomiredalei would not have been acceptable,
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Figure 3. Group portrait of Lilian Medland and her husband Tom Iredale with their two children, Rex and
Beryl Iredale (c.1920). National Library of Australia PIC/9912/1/nla.obj-137120780

even in 1912.
The New Zealand Fairy Tern Sternula nereis
davisae (Fig. 5) was formally described by
Gregory Mathews and Tom Iredale in their
1913 publication A Reference List of the Birds of
New Zealand (Mathews and Iredale 1913) with
reference to an earlier incorrect attribution by
Potts (1871). It is clear that Mathews and Iredale
based their description on a single specimen
(“Type in the British Museum” 1895.3.15.29)
collected by Sir Samuel Scott (Warren 1966). It
has been widely reported in recent years that
Tom Iredale was the primary author of much
of Mathews’ output (Beolens et al. 2014), thus
it seems likely that the source of the name
was Iredale and not Mathews. They chose the
honorific name davisae for the new taxon.
The suffix -ae indicates that it is honouring a
female, Ms Davis, but there is no indication
in the description who this Ms Davis is. One
theory proposed recently without evidence was
that the honouree was Mrs Lilian Davis (née
Ball) mother of New Zealand businessman
Sir George Davis (M Watkins in Gochfeld et

al. 2019). However, this supposition seems
unfounded. Given that Tom Iredale was living
with Jeanne Davis and had a son and a daughter
with her during the period that the manuscript
for Mathews and Iredale (1913) was being
written, there is a very strong case to suggest
that Tom named Sternula nereis davisae after
Ms Jeanne Davis.
Iredale’s honorifics also reflect his wayward
gaze, as by 1915 Iredale was naming a mollusc
Tellina liliana Iredale, 1915 after his future
wife, Lilian Medland. Iredale’s names also
occasionally indicate a longing for the past
and honouring memories, for long after his
marriage to Lilian Medland, he named one
of the most beautiful bird of paradise genera
Visendavis Iredale, 1948. Some have interpreted
this name as being a combination of the Latin
words vīsenda (the plural noun form of viso)
meaning things worth notice and avis for
bird. I suggest that this name could have been
a deliberate double entendre with possible
explanations being both “a noticeable bird” and
viso “to behold” and “davis” for Jeanne Davis,
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Figure 4. Jeannea hedleyi Iredale, 1912, holotype. Collection locality: waters off Raoul Island, Kermadec Island
Group. Scale = 1mm. Canterbury Museum M3057

who had died in 1943.
What became of Tom Iredale’s other
families?
Following her divorce, Alice Maud Iredale
never remarried. After living for many years in
Christchurch, she moved to Timaru in the early
1960s, presumably to be near her daughter. She
died in Timaru in 1975. Ida Iredale, Alice’s
daughter, married Ernest Owen Joseph, a
draper, in 1930 and lived the rest of her life in

Timaru where she died in 1989.
Jeanne Davis (who used the name Jeanne
Iredale on her marriage licence ) married Albert
A Robinson in 1919 at St Giles, London. She
died in 1943. It appears that Tom and Jeanne
maintained friendly relations even after her
marriage. Albert was a wealthy businessman
who is said by the family to have paid for Tom
and Lilian’s emigration to Australia. Freda
Iredale remembered seeing off Tom, Lilian and
the two children one June morning when she
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Figure 5. The New Zealand Fairy Tern, Sternula nereis davisae. Copyright Brent Stephenson, used with
permission.

was only 11-years-old. Freda, Constance, Mollie
and Zona were all raised as Albert’s children
and remembered an enjoyable childhood.15
Conclusion
Tom Iredale was one of Australasia’s greatest
naturalists but he was clearly a complex and
intriguing man. A modern observer might be
astonished by the ‘code of silence’ amongst
Iredale’s peers who apparently knew of his
philanders, but even after his death chose
to only disclose this information cryptically
(Whitley 1972). It is likely that the identities
of the honourees for many of Iredale’s taxa
still contain hidden secrets that may never be
revealed.
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