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Obituary

Christiaan Willem Schmeil van Kraayenoord, 
ONZM FNZIAS, was born on 18 April 1923 
in The Hague, Netherlands, and died on 21 

January 2012 in Palmerston North, New Zealand.

Chris’ father and two generations before him, 
had held senior positions in the Dutch colonial 
civil service when Indonesia was still the Dutch East 
Indies. Chris was expected to follow in their footsteps. 
However, Indonesia’s independence prevented that. 
Chris married Johanna Louisa Sizoo in Rotterdam 
on 1951. She died on 2 April 2007. They had two 
daughters, Annette and Christa.

Chris was a versatile and well-loved scientist 
who continued his involvement with tree related 
organisations since his retirement in November 1987. 
Chris and his family have been dear friends since I 
got here in 1958 and he was also my boss from 1970-
1980.

You will have heard how Chris and Lous came 
here in 1952 after a chance meeting with Doug 
Campbell, the Chief Soil Conservator at the Ministry 
of Works who was attending an International Soil 
Science Congress in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. 
Chris came here with a master’s degree in forestry 
from the University of Wageningen, having studied 
soil erosion in Mediterranean countries.

They arrived via the “Sibajak” in New Zealand in 
November 1952, and their first abode was a roadman’s 
cottage at Tangoio, north of Napier. Lous who was 
pregnant with Annette, had a doctor who considered 
the cottage unfit for human habitation. Chris chased 
the rats in the ceiling with his father’s ceremonial 
sword.

Chris was employed as a soil conservator with 
the Ministry of Works to study soil erosion and run-
off under pasture in the Soil Conservation Reserve 
at Tangoio from 1952-1955, but he was also keenly 
interested in native vegetation, so different from what 
he was used to. In his spare time he helped to preserve 
what is now known as White Pine Bush Reserve at 
Tangoio by labelling its more prominent trees. He 
obtained a Certificate in Soil Conservation in 1954 
at what was then Lincoln College under the inspired 

tuition of Lance McCaskill who in his book “Hold this 
Land”, has described Chris on several pages.

In 1955, Chris was transferred to Palmerston North 
by the Department of Agriculture where he worked, 
under Hoddy Pearse, on sand dune stabilisation, and 
established a nursery, initially at Waterloo Crescent, 
for soil conservation trees, focussing on poplars 
and willows because they are fast growing, easily 
established, and could be planted in the presence 
of stock. Between 1956 and 1958, he carried out a 
nation-wide survey of poplars and willows, so he knew 
what was already in the country. He also sorted out 
their identities. In 1966, the Soil Conservation Service 
was again transferred to Ministry of Works, and Chris 
became a research officer – soil conservation. His 
knowledge of poplars became so legendary that he was 
widely known as “Mr Poplar”. The main beneficiaries 
of his expertise were the Catchment Boards, now 
Regional Councils. In 1962, an 8 ha nursery was 
established in a gully near Massey University, but 
in 1970 he managed to get the Ministry of Works 
to buy 12 ha of good quality horticultural land at 
Aokautere where the National Plant Materials Centre 
was established. It is now known as Aokautere Park, 
containing a large poplar and willow collection.

With Chris as the scientist in charge, the Centre 
became the national poplar and willow breeding 
centre, using superior material obtained from 
throughout NZ, but increasingly from overseas when 
it became evident that local material could not cope 
with new diseases such as the poplar rust. Chris had 
observed that rust in Europe and in Australia, and 
predicted that it was only a matter of time before it 
would get to NZ. That it did on 20 March 1973, the 
day that the National Plant Materials Centre was 
officially opened. But by then his team of young 
dedicated scientists had developed resistant strains 
that could be released immediately to the Catchment 
Boards. This was facilitated by the NPMC tissue culture 
laboratory, the first in NZ to pioneer this technique 
on a commercial scale in 1976. 

To obtain plant material from overseas, Chris 
relied heavily on the services and expertise of the 
International Poplar Commission. He ensured that 
NZ through its National Water and Soil Conservation 

CHRIS VAN KRAAYENOORD

‘Mr Poplar’ enthusiastic extrovert 
dedicated to wise land management as 
a national responsibility



NZ JOURNAL OF FORESTRY, May 2012 Vol. 57 No. 1 47

Obituary

Authority became a member of the IPC in 1969. 
He established a National Poplar Commission and 
retained a vast network among IPC members. This was 
greatly helped by Chris’ fluency in Dutch, German 
and French, as well as English of course. He attended 
as many IPC Conferences as he could get travel 
approval for; sometimes even at his own expense 
when he was visiting his mother. When he retired, 
he ensured that Allan Wilkinson was appointed as 
the NZ representative, but that role has recently 
been taken over by Ian McIvor of the NZ Poplar 
and Willow Research Trust which was established in 
August 2011.

Chris not only had a vast network of IPC and 
International Union of Forest Research Organisations 
[IUFRO] contacts, but in NZ, he also kept up a wide 
range of contacts among catchment boards’ staff, 
foresters and farm foresters, farmers, nurserymen, 
fruit growers and willow basket makers. You may be 
interested to know (but probably hardly surprised) 
that not everybody could cope with his name, and 
he kept a whole desk drawer full of “variations on 
the spelling of his name”. The most memorable was 
CRINOID, which the Concise Oxford will tell you is 
a “lily shaped echinoderm”. Well, that is not exactly 
Chris, but phonetically, it is not a bad approximation 
of his surname!

In 1975, the National Plant Materials Centre 
was incorporated into the Aokautere Science 
Centre, a multi-disciplinary environmental research 
centre, surveying the sustainable use of land and 
the techniques to understand and maintain that 
sustainable use. The findings of the NPMC were 
published in 1986 in the “Plant Materials Handbook 
for Soil Conservation”, consisting of 3 volumes, 
detailing the use of some 200 soil conservation 
plants, both introduced and native. In 1995, Chris 
co-authored Volume 15 “The Willows” as part of the 
series “Introduced Forest Trees in NZ” with B Slui and 
F B Knowles.

The NPMC had trial sites throughout the country 
with regional staff to monitor plant performance. At 
its height, it had 55 staff and an annual budget of 
$2.2 million.  In 1992 the Centre was disestablished 
with the creation of Crown Research Institutes. Chris 
was distressed to see the demise of the Aokautere 
Science Centre which had contributed so much to 
soil conservation in New Zealand. His sad comment 
was: “Sic transit gloria mundi”.

Chris retired on 3 November 1987 but as Mr Poplar 
he had been awarded a Fellowship of the NZ Institute 
of Agricultural Science in 1981, and an ONZM in 
2002 for “services to agriculture and forestry”. This 
award was celebrated on 16 June 2002 at Wharerata, 

the Massey University Staff Club. Many of you here 
will remember that wonderful occasion which Chris 
was able to celebrate with his beloved wife Lous. 
Many people praised his inspired leadership at that 
function, where Prof Ken Milne presented him with 
an inscribed poplar platter, which reads in part “He 
that planteth a tree is the servant of God, he provideth a 
kindness for many generations, and faces that he hath 
not seen, shall bless him.” This quotation is from the 
American Professor of Education and Presbyterian 
Minister, Henry van Dyke, 1852-1933.

During his long career, also as an honorary lecturer 
at Massey University, Chris was an enthusiastic 
promoter of poplars and willows, of bamboos and 
other soil conservation plants, at meetings, seminars, 
field days and in a range of publications. He stressed 
that the soil conservation trees could be multi-
functional: not only could they stabilise and protect 
the soil, but they could also be used for timber and 
fodder. At the opening of the NPMC, all guests were 
given a large box of matches, made from NZ grown 
poplar wood. As a Dutchman, he would delight in 
telling his audience that Dutch clogs are made from 
poplar wood. He is the author of some 50 reports 
and articles in academic journals, and popular 
magazines. 

Chris van Kraayenoord
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After his retirement, he pursued his interest in 
trees with equal zeal and became more involved in 
the Manawatu Tree Trust which he helped to found in 
1984. This Trust was amongst others instrumental in 
educating roading engineers in the use of street trees, 
and their most appropriate siting. Chris was the record 
keeper of the Trust’s Commemorative Tree Scheme, in 
association with the Palmerston North City Council. 
He provided several new tree species for planting 
in the city in close cooperation with PNCC Park & 
Reserve staff, and planted many trees himself. Chris 
was the only person to have been awarded the Trust’s 
Donald Urqhart Environmental Award in 2001. He 
was also a Research Associate at Hort Research, now 
Plant & Food. His interest in conservation included 
the preservation of historical buildings in Palmerston 
North, e.g. Caccia Birch and the Regent Theatre.

I have told you about some of Chris’ awards, his 
ONZM, his FNZIAS, and his Donald Urqhart Award, 
but the rarest one of all was awarded at his retirement. 
It is the Golden Clutch Award. This was only ever 
issued to one person: Chris. It was issued by the MWD 
workshops at Railway Road, Palmerston North, in 
close collaboration with Chris’ staff. Chris was a great 
one for resting his foot on the clutch pedal so that he 
produced a number of burnt out clutches, hence this 
unique Golden Clutch Award.

Many of Chris’ staff remember him for his 
encouraging and supportive leadership, but what I 
remember most is his sense of humour. When he 
retired, he was given a lawn mower. What did he do: 
he started up the reel mower and proceeded to cruise 
over the felt carpet in the main hall of the Centre…   
Even as a student in Holland, he was known (and I 
quote Ir Peter van der Schans, the former president 
of his university) “as an extrovert person, very 
enthusiastic and well-known for his performances in 
the student cabaret”. You will probably remember far 
more auspicious party tricks of Chris. Quite recently, 
he was still wheeling a guest around in a wheelbarrow. 
Ask the Reverend Roger Wiig.

Chris also managed to throw the Ministry of 
Works Stores Division into a terrible disarray by 
requisitioning ‘one only hedgehog’. He needed it to eat 
the snails that were eating the lupins during his sand 
stabilisation trial work. The well-known cartoonist 
Burton Silver drew this “hedgehog” dilemma. Chris, 
being a fan of Burton Silver, received a framed copy 
of that cartoon at his retirement function.

It was Chris’ wish that instead of flowers, you 
could make a donation to the NZ Poplar and Willow 
Research Trust, or to the Manawatu Tree Trust. I 
can recommend the website of the former. Your 
contribution will help to continue the work that 

Chris, alias Mr Poplar, has begun. It will assist to 
prevent our hills from slipping into the sea; prevent 
our agricultural lands from being blown away, and 
prevent our streams and rivers from being polluted 
even further, or you can help to beautify the Manawatu 
region. In his retirement speech, Chris said amongst 
others ”Soil conservation is the wise management of 
the land. We have to maintain our natural resource. 
It is a national responsibility”.

Now I wish to close with the words of Alfred Lord 
Tennyson: “God’s finger touched him, and he slept.” 
Because that is how Chris passed away: he quietly 
went to sleep.

Lastly, I also wish to say a few words in Dutch: 
“Moge onze Lieve Heer Chris in zijn armen nemen en 
hem verenigen met zijn dierbare vrouw Lous”. This 
may be translated as “May the Lord take Chris into his 
arms and reunite him with his beloved wife Lous”.

The funeral service was conducted by the Reverend 
Ken Wall at St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, 
Palmerston North, on 26 January 2012. Chris was an 
elder in the Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, and a much-loved member and archivist of 
the St Andrew’s Presbyterian Church.

True to Chris’ conservation ethics and professional 
interest, the casket was made of willow basketry. It 
rained lightly when the coffin left the church.

Dr Nick Lambrechtsen QSM (with support from 
Dr Christa van Kraayenoord)


