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Itinerary  

 

 Fly to New Zealand –via Hong Kong (2days) 

 Volunteer At Auckland Botanic garden (5 days) 

 National Park (1 day) 

 Hamilton Garden (1 Day) 

 Travel to Wellington by train (1 day) 

 Otari Botanic Garden (half day) 

 Wellington botanic Garden (half Day) 

 Zealandia nature reserve (half day) 

 Days bay—East harbour national park (half day) 

 Travel to Christchurch (1 day) 

 Christchurch Botanic Garden (1 day) 

 Travel to Dunedin (1 day ) 

 Volunteer at Dunedin Botanic garden (5 days) 

 Larnach Castle (half day) 

 Travel to Auckland (half day) 

 Travel to England via Hong Kong (2 days) 
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I’ve had a personal interest in New Zealand flora for a number years and for this dis-

sertation I wish to investigate its beautiful landscapes and fascinating flora. I find the 

native plants of New Zealand to hold a deep beauty that extends further than their 

fleeting flowers. The diverse structures of form and foliage, as well as range of 

scents and colours make for a unique and versatile collection of species that, in my 

opinion, could be more thoroughly used in British gardens.  

I have been fortunate enough to have been awarded an RHS Travel bursary to fur-

ther develop this interest in the flora of New Zealand, allowing me to gain first hand 

experience of the range of New Zealand plants in horticultural settings, both in north 

and south island. The breadth of experience gained whilst on this travel bursary 

working in different botanic gardens has enabled me to see the flora used in a wide 

range of garden settings and styles. 

My aim for this dissertation is to explore how native New Zealand flora is utilised in 

amenity settings in order to better inform the application of New Zealand style gar-

dens or flora in the UK.  I intend to use the research gained from my travel bursary 

to compare the use of New Zealand flora in their native amenity horticulture settings 

with gardens in the UK that have recreated a New Zealand style garden. I will 

achieve this by looking at two gardens from New Zealand, one in the north island 

and one in the south island, and critically comparing them with two New Zealand 

style gardens in England.  

Introduction 
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Great Britain is the 9th largest island in the world, with a land area of 88,754 sq 

miles. It’s positioned to the northwest of Europe and the predominant winds, the gulf 

stream, bring mild, moist air from the Atlantic Ocean to the south west. This strongly 

influences the weather and the climate is described as temperate maritime as de-

scribed by Mett office, (2013). A temperate maritime climate has smaller differences 

between summer and winter temperatures than found in continental climates and 

generally high rainfall and cloud cover; Britain has mild winters and cool summers 

and is well known for its regular rain and clouds. The west side of the country re-

ceives the most rain compared to the east, a result of the prevailing moisture laden 

winds and it’s topography. As outlined by Collins(2010) Great Britain generally has 

low, gently rolling hills in the eastern and southern portions of the island, hills and 

low mountains in the western and northern regions. Rain falls more heavily on the 

west of the island where warm, moist air meets the island’s western hills.  

Temperatures are warmer in the south with an average summer temperature of 23.4 

degrees Celsius as stated in average graph by Mett office (2010). Temperatures in 

Scotland can be up to 5 degrees cooler than the south at any given time. Winter 

temperatures in the south of England average at 3.1 degrees celsius and become 

colder as you move further north. To the south west of the country the winter aver-

ages can be up to 2-3 degrees celsius warmer than to the south east. This is due to 

the prevailing south westerly winds from the Atlantic, bringing warmer air with them. 

On average Great Britain receives 1410 sunshine hours each year and have lower 

levels of UV in comparison to New Zealand.  

. 

Great Britain Background 
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Great Britain has a diverse range of flora, and although not as diverse in native spe-

cies as New Zealand, there are a vast number of introduced species that have natu-

ralised across the country. Although Great Britain is now primarily covered in farm-

land and other managed land use, it would naturally be largely covered in deciduous 

hardwood forest and has a markedly different aesthetic to New Zealand’s flora, 

making New Zealand themed gardens all the more unique and interesting 

 

Pic 1— Diagram of wind direction of UK, met office (2013) 
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The plant hunters of the 1800’s introduced many of the well-loved, well used, New 

Zealand native plants that we see in our UK gardens.  Hebe, Phormium and Cordy-

line are but a few of the New Zealand imports that are now frequently seen in orna-

mental outdoor spaces in Britain.  Our affinity with New Zealand’s flora is particularly 

evident in areas of Britain’s coastline where, for example the Torquay Palm 

(Cordyline australis) is used to line waterfronts and forms an integral part of the 

iconic British seaside landscape.   

Over the last two decades, both at home and in New Zealand, relationships with 

these plants and their aesthetic role in the garden have developed. Nevertheless 

these reliably performing plants are still relative newcomers and their full potential is 

perhaps yet to be realised.   

The last 50 years have seen changes in attitudes toward garden design, with it be-

coming more accessible and achievable by the enthusiastic amateur. The way in 

which the home gardener interacts with their properties outdoor space differs to that 

of previous generations, who grew vegetables and showcased blousy flowers of 

Dahlias and Chrysanthemums. The modern notion of the garden is that it’s an ex-

tension of the house, an outside room. Described by Susan Summers (2013). 

Cheaper and more frequent holidays abroad provide first hand experiences of exotic 

plants and garden styles, whilst the popularity of Garden DIY television programs 

demonstrate the ease of recreating an essence of paradise at home, encouraging 

British gardeners to try it themselves. 

A look at New Zealand plants in the UK 
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Modern, contemporary garden styles seem, to my eyes, to embrace clean lines, 

movement, combinations of texture and structure, with a low maintenance plant pal-

ate; essences of this have been recreated within amenity horticulture. This can be 

seen with the use of broad swathes of planting, such as in Auckland Botanic. This 

design notion is reflected within the New Zealand garden at RHS Hyde hall and 

makes for an engaging space that visitors can enjoy. The design functions to draw 

visitors in by the element of movement in the planting design, allowing them to ex-

perience the space, colour, texture and aesthetic of the plants.   

With the demands on modern society, maintaining a garden is sometimes not a high 

priority and therefore the term ’low maintenance’ has been popularly coined. New 

Zealand plants fit into this requirement in a number of ways, for example their flow-

ering habits require little dead-heading, and once flowered the use of shears can be 

employed to trim the spent blooms. Pruning on many New Zealand natives is not 

annually needed, and a range of New Zealand plants offer year round interest. With 

the reduced maintenance in this group of plants, the increased popularity of their 

use in modern design, and milder winters, there has been an increase in popularity 

of these plants in the UK .  

Within the realm of Garden design in Britain, The RHS Chelsea flower show have 

witnessed a number of New Zealand and Australia style gardens win awards in re-

cent years, for example Andrew Wilson & Gavin McWilliam  won a silver quilt med-

dle in 2013 at the flower show. Their garden was designed to reflect the sensory 

notes of Cloudy Bay wines. Using this as the design concept, flower col-

ours, perfumes and textures were used to visualise these sensations, as out lined 

by  Wmstudio (2013).  
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These modern styles can inspire the development of garden spaces in both private 

and public gardens; in the latter, they showcase different design ideas and planting 

combinations to visitors. Plants shown at the RHS Chelsea flower show help to influ-

ence the commercial horticultural world by displaying various New Zealand flora that 

may then be sold in increasing numbers at garden centres, the show gardens there-

fore help to inform and inspire peoples’ choices. This, in combination with the design 

inspiration offered by New Zealand themed show gardens, have resulted in a once 

little used geographical plant group to reach the forefront of designers, horticulturists 

and amateurs gardeners’ inspirations. 

 

Tied into the use of exotic plants such as New Zealand flora, is the change in cli-

mate that’s seen milder winters in Britain for many years. These milder conditions 

have inspired gardeners to experiment with borderline hardy plants, thus New Zea-

land flora have become increasingly used to impart an exotic air to garden spaces. 

For example, Dicksonia antartica is a very popular tree fern that now successfully 

overwinters in many milder parts of the country. 
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The Savill Garden is an enclosed public garden within Windsor great park, which is  

situated in the south east of England, west of London. The garden was developed 

by Sir Eric Savill in the 1930's, transforming a boggy part of Windsor Great Park into 

a popular ornamental garden. The garden consists of 35 cultivated acres made up 

several different horticultural features, such as  temperate glass house, woodland 

garden, dry Mediterranean garden, winter walk etc. 

Harvey Stephens (2013) states, ‘The New Zealand Garden originates as a small 

collection of New Zealand plants that where gifted to Her Majesty the Queen in the 

1980's when she was on a visit there’.  In early 2006 the small collection of existing 

plants were included in the new proposed design. As well as this, the garden was 

donated the remaining plants from a Chelsea Flower Show garden created by the 

New Zealand tourist board. The area was transformed into a low maintenance (once 

established) garden with a design concept incorporating  a natural and aesthetic es-

sences.' The garden is a hybrid between recreating a New Zealand habitat garden 

and a more formally designed aesthetic. ‘We strive to make each planting as aes-

thetic and striking as we can', as stated by Harvey Stephens (2013) 

Savill Garden  - UK 
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Whilst walking around the garden, the visitor is lead by the clearly defined paths 

consisting of crushed stone. The edges along the path and beds merge together 

with out the need for a sharp edge, this helping to enhance the naturalistic design 

theme by avoiding hard, man-made lines. The viewer is thus able to absorb the 

forms and colours of the plants and wider garden, enjoying a rich tapestry of New 

Zealand styled planting. When walking up to a option of directions, the gardens has 

used the use of repetition here with Chionochloa  to help lead people through to the 

next part of the garden by using the same plant in opposite beds to balance the jour-

ney through the space. 

In the bottom photo, the red of the Acaena  draws the you through the space and 

large tuffs of Chionochloa direct you through the next part of the garden. 
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The paths in this space are sinuous and provide continuing flow around the gar-

den. The use of large clumps of Chinochloa grass help to soften the edges of the 

path, and the curving habit of the grasses and hebes contrast with each other to 

create visual movement for the eyes, leading visitors around. The large estab-

lished phormiums in the bottom picture add drama, height and structure to the 

bed, helping to mimic  a tussock-like environment. In particular,  the naturalistic 

way in which the grasses are allowed to establish and spread  enhances the re-

alism of this New Zealand garden. 
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In December 2013 I returned to the garden to see how the forms and textures 

change through the seasons. With carefully selected, structural plant forms, the gar-

den holds good interest at this bleak time of year, as can be seen in the image 

above where the clump of Phormium catch shards of light form the low winter sun.  

As illustrated in picture below, the sea of Acaena, holding their seed heads aloft re-

flect the winter rays, creating an eye catching feature. Whilst both Phormium and 

Acaena have very different form, they each offer interest through out the year, pro-

viding continued interest for the visitor in a relatively low maintenance garden. 
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The Savil garden has found the New Zealand garden to be well received by the pub-

lic, offering structure and interest throughout the year.  As with any new plantings, 

the first year is essential to their healthy establishment, especially for more delicate 

species/cultivars. Head Gardener of Savill Garden Harvey Stephens (2013), states: 

‘getting to know your planting environment is important when planting  up a new 

area.’ They have found that as a result of works to shape the topography and realise 

the design, microclimates were created that have lead to some plants failing during 

the harsh winter of 2010 where new frost pockets occurred. With improved knowl-

edge of the site, hardier New Zealand plants were replanted into those locations, or 

winter protection provided. In particular the Cordyline’s were hit hard in the garden 

and have been transplanted to a different location, where they are provided with 

winter protection. Harvey Stephens (2013)  

found that  ‘On the whole the project as been very successful and the desired out-

come has been met by staff and visitors’.  

The garden’s site is free draining and where possible a mulch of  stones and gravel 

has been applied to help suppress weeds and further improve drainage. The mulch 

also helps to create a naturalistic, drought tolerant aesthetic scheme. The garden 

team are now introducing a five year propagation plan in the New Zealand Garden, 

with plans to replace plants after they have reached their peak and, with age, re-

duce the appearance of the garden.  Harvey Stephens (2013) also suggest  ‘that 

they find the space is very low maintenance in comparison with other parts of the 

garden; dead heading is reduced to minimum as well as pruning.’  The team that 

look after the area spend only a few days a month tidying up the space- the Savil 

Garden is a good example of how New Zealand plants can be used to create an at-

tractive, low maintenance garden. 
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RHS Garden Hyde Hall -  UK 

RHS Hyde Hall is located in Chelmsford, Essex. Hyde Hall is in an area of Essex 

with naturally low lying topography and relatively low rainfall. These factors, as well 

as the garden’s location atop an exposed hill, make for challenging garden condi-

tions. Andy Tebbutt (2013) 

The area of the garden showcasing New Zealand flora is situated along a winding 

path that climbs to the dry garden at it’s summit. This ascending path was previously 

a main access road with an avenue of trees either side. The road has since been 

removed but the avenue of trees remain, providing a degree of shelter from the 

winds that sweep across from the surrounding land.  As this area of the garden ex-

periences a high volume of footfall throughout the year it is important to provide year 

round interest. With this in mind, the garden team decided upon creating an ever-

green space with a highly textural look, using New Zealand and Australian Plants. 

The main requirement for this part of the garden is to attract more visitors, as well as 

having an educational function, therefore themeing  the area to a geographical re-

gion ties in with this. This garden was in part created to allow visitors to move up 

and down the hill via a quite steep, winding path, where before they had to take the 

less direct access road. This new path took into account the existing cut-through de-

sire lines that visitors use, showing well thought through garden planning.  
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Many of the New Zealand and Australian plants in the garden are on the borderline 

of their hardiness and an experimental and learning exercise for the garden. The  

very cold winter of 2010, with prolonged period of snow and sub-zero temperatures, 

lead to the garden suffering from large loss of plant material. Many of the plants that 

did survive made poor re-growth and were later lost- many of the weakened plants 

rotted off in the cool damp weather. The site lost approx. 70% of its plant material, 

and during the following spring the site was excavated and a mixture of grit and 

sand incorporated into the remaining soil to improve drainage and help the plants to 

better survive similar cold, wet periods. 
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The two pictures show the lines of plants lying parallel with the path, which winds up 

the hill in a zigzag layout. As you can see from the pictures the planting is in its in-

fancy stage and after a few years of establishment will enhance the site with impact 

from the plants’ colour and texture.  As depicted, there is a pleasing range of colours 

to engage the visitor, consisting primarily of green, grey, silver, brown and reds 

hues. The dense forms of the lush green Hebe plants provide a contrasting foil to 

the architectural shapes of the Labertia; the Hebe also frames the pale gold colour 

of the grasses as the visitor is moves along the path.  

The picture below shows how the strong lines of planting lead the visitor along the 

sinuous path, whilst the latter journey is partially obscured and thus more intriguing 

through carefully selected plantings. Grasses create interesting sound and move-

ment that add to the sensory experience visitors enjoy whilst journeying through the 

space.  
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As shown in the picture above, the bright edging of Hebe has been used to contain 

the lax habit of Carex, which is inter-planted with Labertia, also providing contrast to 

the grasses. Whilst the grasses and Hebe are both of low growth habit,  the upright 

and striking Phrominum tenax has been used to contrast and balance out the bed 

by providing height and rigid form. These plants also provide a colour palate of fresh 

green, deep purple and golden/green hues, ensuring that these plants are in every 

way compatible and balanced companions. 

The picture below repeats the layout of the plant beds by using triangular shaped 

masses of different plants; by repeating the plan view spatial design, a sense of 

continuity unites the scheme and defines it from surrounding garden areas. Addi-

tionally, the repeated use of tall Cortadaeria grass dotted throughout the different 

beds unite the space via repetition of form and texture. 
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The planting in the above picture is at a lower height, with dotted specimens of Lep-

tospermum  and Auraucuria to provide individual spots of interest; with time these 

plants will provide strong focal points and stature to this corner bed. The striking 

back bone of the Pittosporum ‘Tom Thumb’ appears as a somewhat naturalistic 

hedge that subtly structures the bed. In part this lightly formal addition to the bed 

aims to introduce a more contemporary feel to the space without contrasting too 

heavily with the naturalistic special flow. 

The picture below shows Mulenbeckia complexa being trained up bamboo canes to 

create another form of small hedge that breaks up the large beds. This demon-

strates how the ground plan integrates repetition to unify the New Zealand and Aus-

tralian garden, whilst colour combinations and contrasting textures ensure variety 

and continued visitor interest.  
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When the visitor is reaches the end of their journey through the New Zealand and 

Australian garden, the issue arises of how the visitor should experience pass the 

threshold between garden themes. Often gardens use walls, hedges and buildings 

to separate spaces and ensure defined spatial changes. At RHS Hyde Hall the New 

Zealand garden merges into their Mediterranean themed garden. The garden 

achieves this transition through planting a transition zone to merge the spaces and 

create a change in atmosphere. The transition zone is planted with drought tolerant 

Mediterranean plants mixed with specimens of Watsonia, Pittosporum and Astelia, 

which combine plants from both regions to allow better flow between the spaces.  



 A study on the uses of New Zealand flora: comparing how their ideas could be translated into UK Horticulture.  

21  Leila Atkins 

On my first visit, the area was under development as the winter of 2010 had de-

stroyed a vast amount of the plants. With the soil drainage improvements the site 

has so far not had any similar problems with the plant losses and the new planting 

has begun to establish well. 

The original planting was grouped in traditional  clumps of odd numbers- this form of 

planting has been avoided in the new design  by using  sweeping drifts of planting to 

harmonise with the long sweeping paths. This change in planting numbers works 

very well on this site as the planting is in keeping with the topography of the site, 

and as a result flows cohesively with the path and  incline, effectively leading the 

visitor through the space.  

The striking mass of foliage combinations are appealing from many angles and this 

is an informative way to demonstrate to the public visual displays that could be 

achieved in the home garden. Through the use of colour and texture the gardens 

have displayed benefits of using these plants to keep garden areas interesting all 

year round. The attention to detail by merging some New Zealand plants into the 

next part of the garden helps to connect the two spaces and creates a cohesiveness 

trough the, enhancing the visitor experience.  
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New Zealand is located in the South West Pacific Ocean and compromises two ma-

jor land masses: the North and South island, as well as and numerous smaller is-

lands. Due to its remoteness (closest land masses are Australia, 900 miles to the 

east, and the pacific island nations of Fiji, New Caledonia and Tonga, 600 miles to 

the north as outlined in Collins (2010), and the length of time it’s been isolated (the 

islands separated from the supercontinent Gondwana 80 million years ago Was-

silieff(2012) ), its flora has evolved in isolation for an extremely long time and many 

of the species (around 80%) are endemic to the islands. Thus much of the flora is 

rather unique and of interest to horticulturalists across the world.  

New Zealand is a long island stretching north- south, covering some 900 miles in 

length while only 250 miles in width. It has extensive marine resources with 9,404 

miles of coast line and a heavily maritime-influenced climate. The North Island, 

which stretches towards the subtropics, has a noticeably less mountainous range 

than the South Island, but there is significant elevation marked by its active taupo 

volcanic zone, which has formed a large volcanic plateau.  South Island is the larg-

est landmass of New Zealand and is divided along its length by the southern alps, 

comprising 18 snow topped peaks as described Collin (2010)   

The average temperatures decreases southward down the islands and the flora var-

ies with this change. January and February are the warmest months and July is the 

coldest month of the year. In summer, the average maximum temperature ranges 

between 20-30 degrees Celsius and in the winter between 10-15 degrees.  

As a result of its varied landscape and different climatic zones across North and 

South island, as well as high year round rainfall, New Zealand is home to a lush and 

diverse plant collection that has been of keen interest to horticulturalists since the 

island’s discovery. 

New Zealand background 
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Map of New Zealand  - Tourism (2012) 
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Located to the south of Auckland City centre, Auckland Botanic gardens consists of 

156 acres of land with 10 acres including a native forest . It’s a young botanic gar-

den that opened to the public in 1982. The gardens benefit from a very moderate 

climate, with mild, wet winters, only a handful of frosts per year, and warm summers 

with an average temperature of 24 degrees Celsius and high humidity, enabling 

plants to flower profusely and grow at a faster rate to that of a colder climate such 

as Britain. The garden is split into smaller sections of interest, with areas such as a 

Rose garden, camellia/magnolia woodland, edible garden, perennial area and dedi-

cated New Zealand garden. Along side the area of New Zealand plants, the rest of 

the garden uses new Zealand flora inter-planted with the vast range of non-native 

plants growing on the site. Working in the garden for a week gave me the chance to 

explore the whole garden and see how NZ plants were being used along in combi-

nation with other plants.  

In other parts of the garden, NZ plants are used for their ecological value and recre-

ate habitats for animals, particularly insects, with shelter belts around the arboretum 

being replanted with native plants to help boost the insect population. In the NZ 

plant display garden, the area has been split into small zones including: 

 a native plants idea zone, which looks more at aesthetics,  

 threatened plant collection, complied in a garden that tries to recreate a natural 

habitat for the threatened plants, helping the visitors understand them more,  

 a plant ID trail, which leads people around a woodland with information 

plaques at tree/shrubs of interest offering information about the chosen plant.   

 

Auckland Botanic Garden 
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The plants in the above picture look like clipped Buxus sempervivems, but instead 

its Muehlenbeckia astonii; the tight divaricating habit of the shrub can be clipped into 

topiary shapes. Here the strong spherical shapes help to focus the path leading up 

to the visitor centre, using clean and formal lines to mirror the modern building. In 

Auckland the clipping takes place approx three times a year. The picture below 

shows a strong theme of red in the border, having been recently planted with a 

bronze Phormium tenax, once established the Phormiumn  will create height with its 

strappy leaves accentuated by the bright red flowers of the Cannas. Planted in 

swathes leads the visitor around the corner, directing their flow around the garden.  
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Both of these pictures show Muehlenbeckia astonii  being used  as a mid height 

shrub, providing a back drop for the bright red Salvia bedding plants. The gradation 

of height is provided by Grisleinia lucida at the back and Muehlenbeckia astonii  at 

the front, which gives of a slight hue if red when planted on mass, complimenting 

the red stripes of bedding and Cannas.  This display is located at the end of a path, 

after which the visitor is encouraged to the left to continue their journey. This strong 

formal structure is very eye catching from afar and subtly draws people down the 

long path, influencing their direction around the garden.  
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This Muehlenbeckia complexa  has been used 

for its climbing/ scrambling habit to cover the 

ground by a water feature that children walk 

along .The depth of the bed is equal to the water 

feature, here balancing out the water surface 

area; the planting is key to providing an appre-

ciation for both the planting and the reflective 

nature of the water.  

In the below picture this shrub is planted on a 

corner of a bed to define the edge of the bed 

and prevent people from cutting corners. As an 

evergreen, the plant is there year round and the 

small humps provide interest in the form of shad-

ows throughout the day. Both areas see a lot of foot traffic and by using this 

low growing mat forming plant, they can withstand some wear and tear. The 

interest of the divaricating habit additionally provides year round interest with-

out the need for continual replanting to shape the corner of the bed.  
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At Auckland botanic gardens they like to try and utilise the spaces and topography 

of the garden. The above picture shows a bog garden planted at the lower end of 

the car park, into which drains all the car park surface water. Yvonne Barker (2014) 

informed me about The idea of the bed ‘It is to filter the water through the plants’ 

root systems before the water enters the main water drainage systems’. The heavy 

rain that frequently falls therefore doesn't enter mains drainage systems, reducing 

pressure on them and helping to reduce flood risks during high rainfall events. The 

picture below shows a larger swathe which filters water before going into the gar-

dens lakes.  
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In New Zealand there is a generally a 

love and appreciation for roses, and 

in the modern rose garden at Auck-

land they have tried to combine the 

traditional rose with New Zeland na-

tives. It makes for an interesting com-

bination of old and new styles, the 

colours and textures of the ferns and 

Phormiums offset the delicate flowers 

and showcase them among modern 

foliage styles, reinventing the way in 

which roses can be displayed . The 

varying foliage provides colour, tex-

ture and are practical options, having 

low maintenance requirements whilst 

the ground covering Acaena and 

Pimelea help to reduce weeds. This 

allows the gardener more time to 

tend to the high maintenance roses 

without spending too much time un-

dertaking other time consuming main-

tenance tasks.  
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Auckland Botanic garden has the opportunity to display a wide collection of plants 

that perform for a prolonged period due to the favourable climate that has very mild 

winters with only a few light frosts, with many plants flowering profusely over a long 

period. I had the opportunity to work in the varying areas of the garden, helping with 

general maintenance and plantings of developing areas. The first had experience 

helped me gain an understanding of the type of needs the garden has being in a cli-

macteric situation very different to the UK. The plants on display in the gardens 

ranges from Mediterranean, Roses, Camellia/Magnolia woodland, rock garden, 

palms, bedding and edibles, as well as NZ natives. The gardens have dedicated an 

area of display for a purely NZ native experience that helps to educate visitors on 

the threatened species and show case the plants more natural appearance/habitat, 

showing ways  that visitors could grow them in their own gardens. This aims to help 

with plant conservation by encouraging the incorporation of natives into peoples’ 

herbaceous borders. Along side the aforementioned themed gardens, NZ plants are 

frequently used in different planting combinations through out the garden. The use 

of NZ plants with the annual bedding displays and rose garden provide architectural 

structure and bed definition. This type of planting is an innovative demonstration of 

other ways that these plants can be utilised in the garden. For example, replacing 

traditional topiary plants with new Zealand species creates the same effect but with 

a stronger healthier outcome, as well as increasing the number of natives used in 

the country. The garden has shown the public that they can help improve the num-

bers of natives being used, with out having to compromise there styles and wants of 

their garden. They can even help improve water quality with the help of a swale and 

disconnected downpipes from their house roofs. 
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The Waitakere Ranges National Park— Visiting the national park in the north 

island was a great opportunity to witness New Zealand flora in its natural state. 

I was surround by a wealth of ferns, tree ferns and nikau palms ( Rhopalostylis 

sapida ). Seeing the plants growing amngst each other gave me an insight into 

some of the resonings for these plant adaptations. Such as Ripogonum scan-

dens— which forms a thick bush like thicket of twisting stems, fighting other 

plants to reach the top of the trees for sun light, upon reaching the sunlight 

does the plant only then flower and set seed. 
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Kauri die back has become a problem in the national forest across northern 

New Zealand. Research is still underway into the cause of the die back. But in 

the mean time parks are requesting visitors to disinfect their footwear. 
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Views of the national park, sub-

mersed in a jungle of foliage. The 

picture above shows the a bright 

accent of red (metrosideros ex-

celsa ) amongst the green of the 

ferns. The national park in the 

northern ranges of new Zealand 

really give a feel of a tropical oa-

sis. The sound of the wildlife add 

to this atmosphere. 
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Train from Hamilton to Wellington 

Breath taking views of  the journey from Hamilton to wellington, through the rug-

ged native bush, the train went through the raurimu spiral to the volcanic plateau 

passing a range of mountains including, Mt Tongariro and Mt Ngauruhoe. I wit-

nessed a range of landscapes, from coastal, low land farms to deep river gorges.  
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The stunning views from the viewing platform on the train, in one journey I cov-

ered a wealth of different scenery. It was interesting to see who the topography 

of the land changes as I travelled south.  
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Wellington  

Wellington, the capital of New Zealand is situated in the north island 

in a southern moist point, protected by the open sea elements by the 

curved land mass  which creates the large harbour.  Wellington is 

home to two botanic gardens and  a wealth of public parks and open 

spaces.  
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Almost all the plants have been grown from cuttings or seeds collected from their 

original habitats. The collection has the following roles: Conservation: Seedlings of 

threatened species are raised and either kept in the gardens as a conservation 

measure, or returned to the wild in plant conservation recovery programmes. Re-

search: Scientists use the plant collections for studying plant ecology, economic 

potential, and classification. Education: Plants are labelled to help visitors learn 

about their names and characteristics. 

Recreation: Otari-Wilton's Bush is a great place for locals and tourists to escape 

urban life and appreciate New Zealand's unique flora.  

Otari native bush botanic garden 



 A study on the uses of New Zealand flora: comparing how their ideas could be translated into UK Horticulture.  

38  Leila Atkins 

These pictures showcase a range of the low lying plants, some of which are 

clump forming and others with a spreading habit which can be found along 

New Zealand coastal line and in more rocky locations. These plants can help 

create an intricate space in a garden, with there small interesting leaves 

which are very tackle and from afar create a wealth of vary shades of colour 

to pull the user in. Mainly being of coastal habit these plants can with stand 

high winds and range from the sea  making them ideal in coastal situations in 

the UK, with there low growing habit they can be protected in winter months 

by plants, objects and micro climates that surround them.  
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A woodland of ferns highlighted by the dappled shade  of the podocarpus can-

opy was an inspiring journey through the valley. I could see the varying levels 

that makes up the forest. With each layer providing another element of struc-

ture and foliage texture and hue of green. When recreating this effect in the 

UK it will be important to try and mimic the multi-layer effect. 



 A study on the uses of New Zealand flora: comparing how their ideas could be translated into UK Horticulture.  

40  Leila Atkins 

These pictures showcase the different textures the plants have, the contrast when 

planted along side other genus’s really high light their aesthetic quality's. The strong 

structure of the small leaves shrubs makes for an  interesting plant year round. The 

bottom picture shows the plants being clipped in to a structural shape which adds 

formality to the space, the visually strong line of labertia is really striking when 

planted on mass in this way high lighting the shrubs behind it.  
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Wellington botanic garden 

 
Situated close to the city, and in easy walking distance makes for a very popular 

garden, the main access route from is by using the tram which gives panoramic 

views of the city and the harbour. The garden itself is mainly park land with small 

cultivated areas to represent different geographical locations. The garden is lo-

cated on top of a hill, towards the bottom of the garden there is a more English 

Victorian traditional feel with a rose garden, large areas of bedding and a small 

glass house.  
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The topography of the garden helps to lead the visitor on a mystery journey 

around the space, as generally people entre the garden from the top using the ca-

ble cart, then proceed to wind down the steep slopes finding little side paths and 

steps to explore. These paths lead the visitor down in to a shaded area of the gar-

den planted with New Zealand flora. The top picture is a mixture of  Mediterra-

nean planting with the addition of labertia to start the transition in to the shade 

loving New Zealand plants.  
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Zealandia Nature reserve 

 
This nature reserve was once wellington cities reservoir that served the whole 

city. It was found to be sitting on a fault line and being situated in the hills 

above the city itself meant that if a earthquake was to hit the city would be 

wiped out. With this the water level was lowered to a safe level and the 

ground was left to naturalise. Then a large fence was erected around the pe-

rimeter of the site to keep introduced non native animals out and let the na-

tive animals that were bought to the site rome freely. The site aids to edu-

cate the visitor and uses funds for conservation projects with in the reserve 

and out in the wider community. 
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The wall can be seen in the picture below cutting through the forest woodland. 

The woodland is made up of a number of number of different genus, which are 

not all native to the site, such as a large amount a gorse and broom can be 

found. However these introduced genus are starting to be used a nursery plant-

ings to help the native Saplings establish. The woodland is manly made up of a 

range pinus and podocarpus, with the under canopy being a mixture of ferns, 

grasses, climbers and shrubs/trees such as pittopsorum.  The reserve concen-

trates of incorporating birds in to the sanctuary and they vegetation reflects this, 

being of a natural appearance, which makes for a interesting walk as your sub-

mersed in the woodland surrounded by the vary layers of growth.  
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Days bay—East harbour national park 

 
Across the harbour bay from wellington is a small town along  a main road. Behind 

this is a large national, which is home to a predominantly Nofofagus  woodland. 

The woodland has been maintained sympathetically to be as natural as can be. 

The walk ways are soft under foot with the years vegetation build up  along with 

branches hanging down and climbers obstructing your view which makes for an 

interesting interacting with the space. The trees were all very tall and spindly with 

a deep green under tone on the forest floor, with ferns spreading profusely along 

the floor. The woodland seemed to have a minimal genus plate but being able to 

grow to there natural desire made the woodland very interesting with the varying 

shapes and structures that had formed.  



 A study on the uses of New Zealand flora: comparing how their ideas could be translated into UK Horticulture.  

46  Leila Atkins 

East harbour national park. 
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Travel from wellington to Christchurch 

 
My journey started by taking the ferry from wellington to Picton, the route 

took us through the cooks strait with its many smaller island that are gener-

ally uninhibited.   
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The coastal scenery of the south island was breath taking seeing the coastal line 

change with the erosion of the sea made for interesting shore line structures.  
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The mountainous ranges that run the spine of the south island 

were a continual back drop to the scenery as I travelled south. The 

south island is home to a large wine making industry a large ma-

jority of the low lying land was made up of rows of grape vines. 
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Christchurch botanic garden 
 
The botanic garden originated due to the mass influxes of European settlers 

that came to start a new life in New Zealand. The garden started of with plants 

from Europe to remind people of home. Over the years the garden developed 

into a botanic garden that show cased elements of horticulture from all over the 

world. To day parts of the garden are still of limits as they were badly effect in 

the 2011 earthquake.  
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The gardens use New Zealand 

plants through out the garden, they 

are used to soften the walls of the 

museum, forming a tropical foliage 

theme. Cordylines have been left to 

grow tall which adds striking archi-

tectural structure. The use of 

grasses have been used on the of 

corners of pathways, softening the 

harsh edges, inviting people on a 

journey through the space with the 

movement and sound the grasses 

make. I like the use of foliage to 

create different themes and experi-

ences around the garden.  



 A study on the uses of New Zealand flora: comparing how their ideas could be translated into UK Horticulture.  

52  Leila Atkins 

Walking around the gardens it was inter-

esting to see the planting combination of 

roses along side New Zealand foliage 

plants. This seems to be a running theme 

in both island. It is worth while appreciat-

ing their passion for this traditional English 

plant but gardens across the country are 

incorporating the modern planting trends 

of new Zealand plants. This is showcasing 

to the public that have a diverse mix of 

plants in a boarder can work as well as 

help to save the native plant collections.  
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Larnach castle is situated on the Dunedin peninsular, built for the spec-

tacular views of the surrounding coastline. I was fortunate enough to be 

taken to the gardens by the plant collections manager of Dunedin to see 

the gardens and its wonderful location.  
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The garden has an underlying theme of Alice in wonder land. The garden is split 

into outside rooms, it makes for an interesting experience moving around the gar-

den. Along with the glimpse of views across the coastline and the mouth of the har-

bour, provides mystery, fun and intrigue when walking around. I enjoyed the ele-

ment of fun that had been put into this garden. 
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Dunedin Botanic Garden - New Zealand 

Celebrating its 150th birthday in 2013, Dunedin botanic is the first botanic garden 

in New Zealand holding a varied collection of plants originating from similar cli-

mates all over the world. The garden has a range of atheistically orientated amen-

ity horticultural displays, including a rock garden, rhododendron dell, New Zealand 

Native garden and Mediterranean garden etc. The garden is naturally divided into 

two by the stream running through it. Covering 28 hectares  the gardens lies on 

the side of a hill, which provides opportunities to borrow elements from the land-

scape beyond. 

Dunedin has a similar climate to southern parts of England, with minimum tem-

peratures of approximately 0 degrees in the winter and reaching 25 degrees on 

average in the summer. These similarity's improve the appropriateness of planting 

combinations that could be recreated in England. New Zealand flora has been 

used around the whole garden as well as in the New Zealand geographical zone, 

demonstrating a wide range of ways to integrate native flora into gardens. I had 

the opportunity to work mainly in the new Zealand geographical location, helping 

with general maintenance and gaining first had experience of the varying types of 

flora that grow in that climate , it was very educational and inspiring for me.  
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Both of these pictures illustrate the use of contrast and how it can be used to high-

light the key features of a plant as well as make for an eye catching display that in-

vites the visitor to move around a space whilst being surrounded by colour and tex-

ture. These beds provide year round interest with the use of Hebe, Achyllum, and 

Chinochloa . Its interesting to see how a small palate of shrubs can provide a strong 

identity to a bed, with bright green of the Hebes providing an accent of colour and 
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These pictures showcase a natural tussock appearance with the use of grasses sur-

rounded by Podocarpus. The beds contain a mixture of Carex (sedge), Festuca, Poa 

and Chinochloa, providing a variety of grass forms and hues to offer diverse yet 

subtle interest to visitors. The grasses also offer sound and textural interest to en-

gage visitors. Kate Cladwell (2014) describes the effect she is trying to recreate as 

‘an organic appearance for people to visually read the space with there own inter-

pretation without having strong lines to distract from the plants and the tranquil 

ambiance they impart upon the space.’ 
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Both of these pictures shows the alpine scree area that has been created. The habi-

tat allows for key plants to be focal points that are surrounded by smaller plants 

that can endure the same environmental conditions. These, as a general rule, are 

cooler conditions that occur higher up on the mountain ranges. The use of stones 

and gravel help to encapsulate the feeling of being in an alpine mountain range. 

Along side using small plants, Dunedin botanic use a selection of larger shrubs to 

help balance out the garden by using Pachystegia , Brachyglottis  and Coprosma for 

example.  
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The above use of Peusdopanax  planted amongst Chinochloa rubra help provide 

height and foliage interest. These  trees are a great asset as they have two forms of 

foliage: juvenile and adult, adding increased interest within the same space. The 

picture below  shows the zingy foliage of  Peusdowinteri surrounded by Carex and 

plain green Psueowinteri. The brightness of the foliage stands out form the sedge 

but also accentuates the architectural lines of the sedge and other grasses.  
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In formal gardens especially, structure is an integral part of the design that creates 

cohesiveness and order. The picture above shows the use of Coprosma being used 

as a topiary hedge to define the edge of this bed in a formal part of the garden.  

The deep hue of purple helps to emphasise the purple and blue shades of the flow-

ers in the bed.  

The spherical balls formed from Mulenbeckia are being grown amongst a sea of 

Pachysandra; this use of  topiary is becoming  popular in both north and south is-

land, continuing the formal aesthetic that was introduced by the European settlers, 
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Conclusion 

The flora of New Zealand  is represented in many ways in both North and South is-

land. From my research I have found two main ways in which new Zealand plants 

could be used in the UK.  

Firstly, with an increased awareness about the reduced habitat for native plants in 

New Zealand, many public gardens and councils are trying to display to and inform 

the public about the plant’s positive attributes and reduced vulnerability if they are 

increasingly used in amenity horticulture. In particular, creating a more natural style 

garden is a new initiative being expanded in New Zealand and I feel this essence of 

natural New Zealand could be recreated in England. Understanding this essence is 

key to successful design, and in terms of planting combinations and the way people 

interpret the space, essential to recreating a habitat you would expect to find in the 

wild.  Fundamental to this is the removal all strong, linear structure and allowing 

the plants to create the space through their use of colour, texture and form. . An 

excellent example of this has been seen in Dunedin Botanic's, where they have cre-

ated an alpine scree. The space invites people to explore via a main path passing 

through the centre of the and raised beds either side, showcasing the different ar-

ray of plants appropriate to that habitat, that also provide texture and interest. Pos-

sible future plans for the space are to increase the dramatic appearance of the beds 

by raising then more, producing a cliff like appearance with planting pockets or 

shelves.  
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A range of these natural design elements could be incorporated in England. As Eng-

lish gardens have to cater for a diverse range of visitors, they are often prepared to 

try new ideas such as New Zealand gardens. Home gardeners may also wish to de-

velop their gardens as a New Zealand styled space.  

 

Secondly, New Zealand plants can be effectively used in other design styles, both 

New Zealand and other themes. Auckland botanic garden has highlighted this, with 

their enthusiasm for using new Zealand plants in more traditional garden design 

styles, including formal spaces (very unlike the naturalistic use of New Zealand 

plants seen at Dunedin Botanics). Showcasing the uses of these plant in a con-

trolled, formal manor to visitors gives them an understanding of the versatile ways 

in which these plants could be used with in their own gardens; this incidentally may 

increase the number of natives being used within domestic gardens in New Zealand.  

Using New Zealand plants in a more structured, stylised way could be utilised in the 

UK in several contexts. Many New Zealand plants naturally lend themselves to con-

temporary design, offering strong architectural qualities whilst being low mainte-

nance. For example Mulenbeckia  lends it self well to being annually clipped into  

defined shapes, and with its divaricating form it also provides a new twist to tradi-

tional shrubs such as Buxus sempervivums. An added benefit of incorporating 

Mulenbeckia  and other similar plants are that they do not suffer from pests and dis-

eases that e.g. Buxus sempervivums suffers (box blight).  
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There is great scope, as seen in Auckland and Dunedin botanical gardens, for gar-

dens to create spaces with a naturalistic (and in England, exotic) feel using Zealand 

plants.  New Zealand plants are being used successfully in modern design with 

strong structure and contrasting colours and texture, leading to numerous success-

ful planting combinations; these plants can also be used in recreating habitats from 

where these plants originate. 

The most appropriate New Zealand plants for the British climate are those that, for 

example, originate from mid-high up on mountain ranges, thus surviving in colder 

conditions. These are displayed in, e.g. the Alpine scree garden at Dunedin Botanic. 

The sizes of these plants vary from very low growing, mound forming shrubs and 

scrambling clematis, to taller shrubs of Hebe and Mulenbeckia .This collection of 

plants could be used in many locations in England, such as steep banks that could 

be staggered slightly to create planting pockets etc. Another style could be to create 

a Tussock grassland, adding another dimension to the space with the swaying 

movement of the grasses in the wind. Commonly made up from Carex, Chinochloa, 

Festuca and Poa, with added elements of low growing shrubs. With the sensory na-

ture of the grasses, a range of varying sizes and habits of grasses can be used to 

create a year round interest bed with varying height colour and texture growing to-

gether  complementing one another.  
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This Bursary trip has helped me to  gain research first hand  along side gaining a 

wealth of experiences and information on how New Zealand plants can be used to a 

greater degree in British gardens. They’re appropriate for a wide variety of situations 

from contemporary to naturalistic, ranging from retrofitting them into existing designs 

and integrating them into new ones. They’re educational, exotic and interesting, 

adding a wealth of flora to gardens whilst often being low maintenance and pest and 

disease free. They’re an ideal flora for large and small scale landscapes and a 

worthwhile collection of plants that can be fully utilised by both professionals and 

amateurs alike. I’m very thankful for the opportunity that has been awarded to me 

and the experience and knowledge that I can pass on to the others. 
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