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Daily Diary 
Tuesday 31st October 
So after what seems like almost a lifetime, two whole days in the air pretty much, I finally arrived in 
Auckland at 6:45 am. Then after a little wait to collect baggage and make it through security and 
baggage check I made it out of the airport. 
I would like to point out here that the baggage checks and customs declaration checks are much 
more thorough and in depth than they are in the UK. Where we would just collect our bag and walk 
straight through the nothing to declare line with no one checking anything, in New Zealand it’s a 
little different. Here there is a form to fill in and hand over when you get to the other side of bag 
pick up. It includes details including which country you have travelled from, your personal details, 
airline etc, on the other side is a list of items from food to camping equipment, plant material to 
alcohol with tic boxes to indicate which things you have. The person behind the desk asks a few 
questions and obtains a bit of information. There is then a separate area in which you show a 
customs staff member the items and they decide whether or not they are suitable. In my case it was 
my walking boots, my steel toecaps and my secateurs which were under inspection, thankfully being 
prewarned of this procedure certainly helped. I had scrubbed my boots and given my secateurs a 
good clean before I left, the lady was very nice and checked over my items asking where I was going 
that I needed these things and having a check over the rest of my bag just to make sure there wasn’t 
anything else. She asked if I had any seeds of plant material but not wanting to skip straight to jail 
from the airport I had made sure that none of those were in my bag! There were certainly a lot of 
people who either didn’t realise the rules or thought they could get around it, with mountains of odd 
looking food and obscure objects and that was just in the few minutes I was in the checking area. We 
could certainly learn from some of these procedures when trying to stop new diseases entering the 
UK. 
Once out of the airport, I caught the Skybus into the town centre and went on a hunt for my hostel. 
Hostel found I left my bag, check in wasn’t until 12:30, and went out into the city to explore a little 
bit and try and stay awake for as long as possible. I made my way up the hill to Albert Park to start 
with, it is a beautiful little park with seasonal bedding schemes, currently Icelandic poppies (Papaver 
nudicaule) edged with Lobularia maritima (Sweet Alyssum) in some borders (pictures below) and 
ornamental cabbages in others. There is a long, mixed border along one side full of herbaceous 
plants such as Achillea, Penstemon, Hemerocallis and Echinaceae alongside, things like Magnolias, 
Strelitzia and Dahlias. 
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One of the largest Strelitzia reginae I have ever seen; a beautiful white Kalmia; and the massive 
Washintonia robusta 

 
I spent quite a while in the park just marvelling at the palms (Washintonia robusta) and tender 
plants  happily growing outside, the different trees, some impressive Ficus macrophylla and the 
beautiful sunny day.  
I then popped to the supermarket and pick up some supplies for the next couple of days, I cooked 
dinner a bit early and had an early night. After two days on an aeroplane lying down in a proper bed 
was a delight. 
 
1st November 
Today spent all day exploring and admiring Auckland Domain and the Winter Gardens. The Auckland  
Domain is for all intense and purposes a large public park. It was set aside as a public reserve in 
1843, in the 1860s the Domain springs were used as a water source. However a long time before all 
of that the Auckland Domain was a big volcano, the domain is set on top of the volcano. The Tuff 
ring around the edge is made up of volcanic ash, lapilli (material that falls out of the air during a 
volcanic eruption) and fragmented sandstone. The crater floor was a freshwater lake that slowly 
turned into a swamp, this was later drained and became a cricket pitch and park, it was used as such 
for 50 years. Within the Domain sits the Winter Gardens, which are a pair of glasshouses joined by a 
courtyard. The Cool house was built in 1921, the plans for the courtyard and joining courtyard were 
put in at the same time but lack of funding meant they weren’t completed until 1928. They were 
finallyopened on 2nd May 1928. 
The Cool house is not heated and was full of plants that generally don’t like frost or winter wet. 
Jovellana violacia in beautiful frothy delicate clouds, delicate Peonies, some of the tallest Digitalis I 
have ever seen. A very large display of Antirrhinum, lots of brightly coloured Epiphyllum cultivars, 
Scilla natalensis or Merwilla plumbea, (not sure which name is the most current) a tall Scilla that 
looks a lot like a blue version of the foxtail lily Eremurus robusta. Some beautiful Hibiscus and a 
whole bench covered in Schizanthus x wisetonensis or the poor mans orchid. 
The Tropical house, heated to an average of 28oC, was filled with all sorts of tropical delights from 
Nicolaia elatior, torch ginger, to Acalypha hispida, the chenille plant. An impressive looking Arum 
(not sure exactly which species, see photograph) and even some Theobroma cocao with pods on. 
The small fernery alongside the Winter Gardens, constructed in an old quarry, was a lovely shady 
spot on such a hot day. There were lots of native ferns, Tree ferns such as Dicksonia fibrosa, D. 
lanata, D. squarrosa, Cyathea cunninghamii and C. dealbata, alongside their much smaller relatives, 
Microsorum pustulatum (Hound’s tongue), Pellaea rotundifolia (Button Fern), Leptopteris 
hymenophylloides (Single Crape Fern), Blechnum novae-zelandiae (Koikoi) and Adiantum 
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cunninghamii (Cunningham’s Maidenhair). Thankfully there were labels otherwise I wouldn’t have 
stood a chance identifying many of them. 

Below: Nepenthes; Mixed Antirrhinum and Schizanthus x wisetonensis 
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Above clockwise from top left: Digitalis, Jovellana violacea, Wisteria (outside), Scilla nataleusis 
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Below:  Epiphyllum “London Sunshine”, Hibiscus, the whole bench of Schizanthus x wisetonensis, not 
sure on the one at the bottom it was in the hot house but didn’t have a label. 
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Below clockwise from top left: Nicolaia elatior, Musa sp., Ixora chinensis aurantica, Hoya pubicalyx. 
Centre: the central waterlily pool in the hot house
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Above clockwise from top left:  An amazing Arum 
sp.  (I’m guessing as it didn’t have a label and these 
guys are hard to find out specific differences) in two 

stages, Acalypha hispida and Theobroma cacoa (inset 
closeup of Cacoa pods)
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Above: The Fernery Below: One of the largest trees in the Domain 



11 
 

Above: Left the Duck ponds; right the Boardwalks 
2nd 
 
Today I spent the day at Parnell Rose garden or the Nancy Steen Memorial garden, the garden 
opened in 1984 and is named in honour of Nancy Steen (1898- 1986) who was an artist, gardener 
and rose lover. She had a talent for art from a very young age and was working as a studio artist in 
the 1920's, exhibiting regularly at the Auckland Society of Arts. During this time she was also 
developing and landscaping her own impressive garden. She dedicated herself passionately to the 
study and cultivation of old roses, and was keenly sought after as a speaker and writer. With her 
husband, she toured the countryside searching out old species of roses. Her authoritative book The 
Charm of OId Roses was published in 1966 and has ensured her a place among the world's 
authorities on old roses. She became an honorary life member of both the National Rose Society and 
Heritage Roses New Zealand. The rose garden was opened in her honour two years before she died. 
The rose garden was fantastic, you could smell the garden before you got to it, the beautiful 
perfume was intoxicating, and the garden was full of colour. There were many different cultivars 
some I recognised and some I had never heard of. From the classic “Gertrude Jekyll” to the very 
interesting rust coloured “Colourbreak”, the delicate single flowers of “Starry Eyed” to the crazy 
cabbage looking “St Margaret’s Gold”. There were also some beautiful climbers, “Eye in the Sky” was 
a lovely peachy single rose with a burgundy eye in the centre, and the ever popular “Graham 
Thomas” a beautiful golden yellow with a fantastic scent. 
There was also a beautiful little cottage style garden just across the road, which despite its size 
packed a punch. It had a semi formal style in one part with low clipped box hedge holding back 
colourful herbaceous borders. There was also a circular path surrounded by a beautiful selection of 
white flowers. From tall spire of white Digitalis, sprawling white climbing roses “Climbing Iceberg” 
and structured standard roses “Winchester Cathederal”, to the lovely umbel like flowers of Orlaya 
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“White Lace”. A very tranquil spot for sitting a contemplating the good point of colourful and 
monocromatic planting schemes. 

 
 
Above Left to right: Rosa “Colourbreak”, “Nelson 
Girls” and “Fellowship” 
Right: Rosa “Starry Eyed” 
Below left to right: The White garden and Orlaya 
“White Lace” 
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Below: The White Garden 

 
3rd 
Mount Eden 
At 196m tall, Maungawhau or Mount Eden is the highest volcano in Auckland. The volcano erupted 
from three craters 28,000 years ago, with the last eruptions from the southern crater filling the 
northern craters. Maungawhau means the 'Mountain of the whau tree (Entelea arborescens)' in 
Māori. 'Mount Eden' honours George Eden, 1st Earl of Auckland. The crater is called Te Ipu-a-
Mataaho (the bowl of Mataaho); Mataaho was a deity said to live in the crater and to be the 
guardian of the secrets hidden in the earth. It is considered highly tapu (sacred). The remains of pā 
(Māori hill fort) terraces and food storage pits are clearly visible.  During the period of Māori 
habitation, the lower slopes of Maungawhau were used as gardens and living terraces. Early Māori 
and European activity has already radically changed the form of Maungawhau, and what remains is a 
precious tangible record of Māori history. This is the site of a large ecological restoration project run 
by volunteers.  
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Later the western face of the hill was heavily quarried and from the 1950s the peak was used by the 
New Zealand Post Office for VHF radio communications in two buildings. One building housed 
transmitting equipment, the other housed receiving equipment. In the 1960s the site was staffed 
during the five-day working week due to the large number of valves that wore out under the stress 
of high power and needed frequent servicing. The most common use was for businesses needing 
mobile communication to and from vehicles like taxis or delivery firms.  
The trig station at the summit was used as a reference point for drawing up Auckland's suburbs. The 
platform was built with help from Prince Alfred's elephant. The elephant was rewarded with lollies, 
buns and beer, a crazy thing to think about an elephant helping to build a platform on top of a 
volcano. 
The park surrounding Mt Eden was also quite attractive with a large outdoor stage with gently 
sloping banks surrounding it like an amphitheatre. The spring blossom is coming to an end here but 
there were signs of it hanging on.  

 
4th 
Auckland Museum was the main agenda for today. I explored the whole museum and the Maori 
cultural displays were fascinating, the craftsmanship and ingenuity they have shown in their art and 
tool making is incredible and even their functional tools are beautiful. However here I am mainly 
going to write here about the evolution of New Zealand and how its plant life came to be how it is. 
The land that became New Zealand broke away from the eastern edge of Gondwana, which is now 
Australia, 85 million years ago. The rift that was left flooded and that became the Tasman sea. The 
land started moving northwards and New Zealand was surrounded by warm temperate to 
subtropical waters, marine corals and tropical mangroves fringed the shores, and tropical and 
subtropical-type forests were the mainstay. There are not many plants that can be shown to have 
been present all along, many families had not evolved at the time New Zealand broke away from 
Gondwana, this means that most have arrived by crossing the ocean this includes both plants and 
animals. This factor explains why most of the creatures on the island are birds or small organisms 
easily carried on floating debris or by wind. 
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Due to the lack of mammals there were not many ground dwelling predators so many birds did not 
need to fly. They also took over some of the behaviours usually characteristic of mammals, Kiwis are 
a prime example, their feathers are hair like, they have a very good sense of smell, they are strong 
diggers and nest in burrows. Moa fed in forests and grasslands like cattle and became very large so 
they were better suited to their herbivore diet. In place of mice, flightless wrens, ground-walking 
bats, and giant wētā fed on the insects and plants of the forest floor. 
The majority of plants have developed tiny, white or dull coloured, simple flowers to attract as many 
insects as possible. This flower structure is very well suited to New Zealand's main pollinators, small, 
short-tongued native bees, night-flying moths, flies and beetles. The flowers often have a strong 
scent to attract a wide range of pollinators. One of the drawbacks of flowers like this is that there is 
a much higher risk of self-pollination. One of the ways that the plants here have evolved to combat 
that is to become unisexual, 23% of flowering plants are unisexual, more than anywhere else. 
New Zealand has no native, specialised pollinating insects, there are no long-tongued bees, 
hawkmoths or hummingbirds and there are very few butterflies. The plants with more complex 
flowers could not set seed or produced inferior seed due to the fact there was no exchange of 
genetic material. This was a bit of a catch twenty-two, complex flowers could not evolve as there 
were not specialised pollinators but specialised pollinators struggled to evolve because there were 
no complex flowers. Also lacking in New Zealand evolution to start with were features to survive 
very cold weather due to the generally tropical climate. Most plants from the north of North Island 
still lack these features. As the country drifted into cooler climates and mountains were formed, 
many species died out or evolved to adapt to the new temperatures and accompanying habitats. 
Many New Zealand plants and animals radiated. Radiation is when a species rapidly evolves into 
many species, each adapted to different habitats or conditions. There are as many as 70 different 
species of wētā that have evolved to live in all habitats, from the mountains to the coast. 
I didn’t take that many photographs as the interactive and three dimensional nature of the exhibits 
didn’t translate well in photographs, and to add to the hardship the lighting wasn’t great. 
 
Below left: A Maori Wharenui (meeting house) ; right a war canoe carved out of one single tree with 

paua shell insets 
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Left: Some preserved 
examples of New Zealand 
natives including 
Podocarpus totara, 
Prumnopitys taxifolia and 
Dacrycarpus dacrydioides. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Below: A display of canopy 
dwelling plants, a mix of 
epiphytic orchids, lichens, 
mosses and even some 
crafty shrubs  

 
5th 
Travel to Air Bnb and settle in. I took numerous trains and buses and walked a fair way today with all 
of my stuff so definitely needed a bit of down time to make sure I was fresh and ready to go 
tomorrow. It also gave me a bit of time to sort through some pictures. 
 
6th 
Today was the start of my two weeks work at the Auckland Botanic gardens. As is standard with 
starting at anywhere new the morning was filled with paperwork. Various new volunteer starter 
forms, health and safety procedure and a bit of ‘light’ reading, the plant collections guidelines for 
the garden. 
After break I went with Lawrence, one of the gardeners to the Potter Children’s garden. Lawrence 
explained that the garden is split into three main sections, native, habitat and edible. The native area 
concentrates on the relationships between plants and animals an example being the Kereru and the 
Puriri. The Kereru is the native New Zealand Wood pigeon and it is the only bird left capable of 
digesting the fruit of the Puriri (Vitex lucens). Without this relationship the seeds of the Puriri tree 
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would not be distributed. There are also areas of native planting themed around coastal, forest and 
other areas. The habitat section is split into four distinct habitats highlighting the plants and 
adaptations they have evolved to survive and thrive in these habitats. Desert, tropical forest, 
meadow and bog are the habitats and each have a stylised display. In the Edible section there are 
two raised beds in the public area but the major part of the edible garden is behind the scenes linked 
to the classroom and is used for workshops. 
The raised edible beds is where I started 
working, planting some Broad beans, Greek 
basil and Borage. Lawrence has designed 
the beds to be about companion planting 
this season and the Basil was planted 
around some Tomatoes he had planted the 
day before, these are common edible 
companions. Alongside the beans were 
Calenduas, there were also onions and 
cabbages, and to finish off a couple of 
squash plants and the borage. The rest of 
the morning was spent doing a bit of 
weeding in the meadow area. Lawrence 
had pulled out some bits that had got a 
little ahead of themselves which had left a 
bit of a gap, this was quickly being filled 
with grass seedlings and a few other things 
that were too small to be identified but 
weren’t supposed to be there. I went 
through some of the rest of the meadow 
and did a bit of dead heading and pulling 
out spent but seeded annuals, as much as it 
is supposed to be a meadow that doesn’t 
need any work, it still needs some tweaks 
every once in a while to stay looking at its 
best. 
After lunch Lawrence gave me a whistle stop tour of the other main areas of the garden, more to 
help me know where everything was than anything else. After our tour we went and collected some 
plants from the nursery and got a whole bunch planted in the meadow. They included Cleome, 
Helianthus annus, Centaurea cyanus “Blue Boy”, Cerinthe major, Eschscholzia californica “Jelly 
Bean”. The annuals are not accessed like the rest of the plants in the permanent collection, I am 
meeting with Emma from records at some point so I will write more about the accession procedure 
then. Once we had filled all of the gaps in the meadow, we watered them all in well and took the 
spares back up to the nursery. 
 
7th 
The Threatened Natives Garden was the area of work today with Jeff the curator of this garden. We 
started off the day cutting down a Meryta sinclarii (Pukanui) that had phytopthora. We wanted to 
get it down and out of the way before the garden got too busy. It wasn’t a particularly large tree but 
it had a lot of branches so it took a little while to break it all down into pieces that were small 
enough to fit into the trailer. We collected up the chunks of stem and the branches, we also picked 
up the leaves it had dropped all over the place and took them all to the burning pile. 
After the tree was all cleared away Jeff took me of a tour of the garden. The garden is made up of 
threatened and non-threatened native plants mostly from the north of New Zealand including some 
offshore islands. They are set out in habitats representative of how they would grow in the wild. 
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Each habitat generally showcases one threatened plant with interpretation of its plight and other 
information, other plants that occur in the same habitat, including those that are not threatened, 
are planted alongside to give a good sense of the habitat. There are a few plants in this garden that 
were at one point limited to one individual left in the wild. Interestingly one of those plants 
Tecomanthe speciosa or the Three Kings Trumpet Vine is common in the nursery trade as a fast-
growing climber, particularly good for covering up unsightly areas. There was only one plant left 
which had only been saved because it had been on a ledge that the surrounding goats couldn’t get 
to. 
The cabbage tree or Cordyline australis leaves have been falling and blowing all over the entrance 
area to the threatened native garden so they needed to be collected up. Unfortunately, they cannot 
be composted as they take so long to break down. We also groomed through some grasses to keep 
the growth centre strong. Did a little bit of weeding, seedling grasses, bittercress and oxalis for the 
most part. There was also a bit of rubbish that needed collecting. 
Jeff did a bit of pruning of the bird catcher tree, Pisonia brunoniana so it didn’t hang over the sign 
and the path. I tidied up the bits he had cut off while trying very hard not to get too caught up in the 
seeds and also pulling up masses of seedlings. The P. brunoniana is called the bird catcher or bird 
killer because the fruits are very sticky and small birds can get trapped amongst them. This is one of 
the reasons for their decline, people keep cutting them down to protect songbirds. However, if you 
prune after flowering there are no seeds produced, this would be the better option. 
We then moved on to a much smaller scale job, we were weeding amongst the tiny plants in the 
coastal tidal part of the garden. Jeff has had some problems getting this area to work properly. The 
plants that are meant to be there have not done so well as there isn’t the high salt environment that 
they are used to and the plot is also missing out in the wild environments tidal nature. This has 
meant that some plants have thrived due to lack of stress, the Cotula coronopifolia being a prime 
example, and some have really struggled. We spent the rest of the afternoon weeding and tidying in 
the Native ideas beds. Tomorrow is the opening of the Sculpture exhibition in the garden so it is 
important that the route which people are walking around is particularly tidy and smart looking. Jeff 
was doing some much needed pruning on some messy looking Muehlenbeckia astonii topiary and 
some Pittosporum tenuifolium “Goldenball” standard balls to bring out the yellow green tone of the 
leaves. I weeded, picked up cordyline leaves, swept the bark mulch off the paths and back onto the 
borders, and generally made sure everything was looking neat and tidy. 
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Below: Euphorbia glauca alongside the interpretive panel for it 
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Top of page: Tecomanthe speciosa and its sign, a success story of the nursery trade now grows in 
many people’s gardens. Bottom of page: Sonchus kirkii and its sign shows one of the downsides of 

rare New Zealand plants, they often look like weeds. 
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Above: The sign for Kaka beak or Clianthus puniceus and a 
picture I took of the flowers at Wellington botanic garden. 
 

 
Left: Yes this is a duck shaped 
topiary! Muehlenbeckia astonii 
topiarised into a duck in the Native 
Plant Ideas garden. 
 
 
8th 
This morning Jeff and I removed 
another phytopthora casualty, 
another Meryta sinclarii this time 
from the Native Plant Ideas garden. 
Jeff said this one had gone downhill a 
lot quicker, he came back after one 
weekend and it had gone completely 
yellow and then throughout the week 

it had lost all of its leaves and that was it. Once that was cut up and put on the pile we moved 
through the rest of the garden working along all of the beds down one side. Weeding, tidying the 
mulch back from the wooden bed edges, pulling out any grass growing over the edges and tidying up 
any stray cordyline leaves. 
Once all of one side of the garden was tidied we moved to a set of Carex beds. There are a small 
number of different cultivars and species grown in single type blocks between the ‘viens’ of 
Muehlenbeckia astonii to make the bed as a whole look like a leaf. The Carex needed brushing 
through, using gloved hands, removing the dead leaves by brushing through them renews the 
centres and reinvigorates growth. It also seems to strengthen the grasses and stops them from 
flopping over so much. It also means that each plant has a bit more space around it reducing 
competition and stops so many of the plants dying before their time. 
We did one last blast around at the end of the day blowing bark and debris off the paths and picking 
up the last few cordyline leaves. It had rained quite heavily so there had been quite a lot of detritus 
washed onto the paths, so that last blow around before the Sculpture opening this evening was 
needed. 
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9th 
Today I was working with Kerri in the Harakeke (Formium) collection and the Native ID Trail. Kerri 
used to look after all of the native plant collections but when she went on maternity leave last year 
the collection was split with Jeff to make it a little easier to manage, four gardens to be maintained 
to a high standard is a lot for one person to handle. 
We started off in the Harakeke collection, Harakeke is the Maori name given to Formium or New 
Zealand Flax and is used throughout New Zealand in traditional Maori weaving. Kerri gave me a brief 
but fascinating weaving demonstration. She showed me how to extract fibres or muka from the 
leaves of the Formium, traditionally they use a mussel shell, Kerri uses a knife for ease of carrying at 
work, to cut the underside of the leaf and then pull along to top side to push the leaf top off the 
fibres. It is very hard to explain but easy to understand if you can watch it happening. And although 
easy to understand, not easy to execute, I have tried several times since Kerri showed me with very 
limited success. Once the fibres are extracted they are rolled in thin but very strong rope. Splitting 
the fibres into two equal sections holding both end in one hand a spreading the other two ends onto 
the leg so one sits at the top of the palm of your hand and the other sits at the bottom of your palm 
the strands are rolled down the leg, which twists them independently, and them back up the leg 
which joins them together. This creates a beautiful twist of rope which can then be used in all sorts 
of weaving. She showed me the basic principle of weaving by attaching the rolled rope strands 
together using two strands of fibre. 
Even the growth pattern is believed to be symbolic, each cluster represents the family or whanau. 
The shoot in the centre, the rito, is the child and that is surrounded by the parents, awhi rito. The 
leaves working outward are grandparents and ancestors, tupana, it is these leaves that are 
harvested for weaving. 
Different cultivars of harakeke are good for different things some are better for extracting muka and 
some are better for weaving with the leaves for food baskets and matting. The same goes for the 
way the plants react to certain things. Leaf spotting due to viruses which is generally seen as an 
unattractive trait is visible in the fibres as red or pink spots which can make for attractive patterns. 
The cultivar named “Ngutunui” is quite prone to sun burn at the tips, the leaves are a very dark 
brown at the tip lightening to fresh green at the base and are not the most attractive, however the 
colour of the fibres is a beautiful dark burnt orange gradually lightening to cream. Kerri used this 
particular cultivar to make her final project for her Harakeke weaving degree. 
 

Below: left Phormium tenax “Te Aue Davis” showing the disease spots that colour the muka fibres 
and right Phormium tenax “Ngutunui” showing the sunburnt leaves that produce the ombre golden 

coloured muka fibres 
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Once I had stopped asking Kerri hundreds of questions about weaving we went weeding in the 
Native ID trail- some of the trees are doing so well that they are seeding themselves all over the 
place. Piper excelsum (Piper), Melicytus ramniflorus (Whiteywood), Kunzea ericoides (Kanuka) and 
Leptospermum scoparium (Manuka) all had seedlings all over the place that were getting a little out 
of hand. We were mainly just thinning the seedling out, if there was a healthy looking specimen in a 
good open space then we left it to thrive but cleared away around the more established plants to 
reduce competition.  
After a good chunk of that was done I spent a bit of time cutting down some large chunks of a 
Melicytus ramniflorus to give more space to a Kauri (Agathis australis) and a Prumnopitys taxifolia 
(Matai). It started off being just one branch but once one was gone we noticed how awful the shape 
was on one half of the tree so took most of it away, I think if we had the use of a chainsaw the whole 
tree would have been taken down! 
Once the tree was cleared away I got on to a bit more weeding. I helped Kerri dig out a Melicytus 
ramniflorus from the middle of a clump of Piper excelsum.  When weeding I have been checking each 
new plant I come across to make sure that it is due to come out and not something important, 
however there was one plant I asked Kerri what it was and she had no idea, we collected a leaf and 
took some pictures of the way it was growing and consulted the members of the staff room at lunch. 
It turned out Andrea (Rock and African 
garden) and Jeff both recognised it as a 
Cussonia spicata, we went and checked 
the leaf alongside some that were by 
the visitor centre and the leaves were 
as identical as leaves can get. Pippa 
who looks after the section they are 
growing in said that she has had to start 
cutting of the flower spike to stop them 
from seeding because the seedlings are 
so prolific. We took a guess that a bird 
must have dropped the seed across the 
other side of the garden.  
I finished off the day with Jeff in the 
palm garden (Kerri leaves a little early 
to pick up her son from daycare) picking 
up debris from where the team had been cutting lots of trees back from the path and opening up 
areas around palm and tree ferns. I also did something I thought I would never do and weeded out 
about 50 Nikau palm seedlings, who knew palms could be a weed! 
 
10th 
I spent this morning with Emma who works in with the plant records and conservation talking about 
the database system they use in the garden. It is an old BG base system that they are looking to 
upgrade at the moment. Emma visited Longwood Garden in the United States a little while ago and 
while she was there visited a few other gardens and talked to them about their recording systems, 
unfortunately for her a lot of them have custom systems, this is well out of the Botanics budget. 
Currently the front runner seems to be Iris. This system is used at the National Botanic Garden of 
Wales, and having worked with it there, I think would be great for what they need here. The records 
here are much the same as both The Welsh Botanics and Windsor Great Park, each new plant 
species to the garden gets given a unique identifying number or an accession number. Alongside the 
number there is a record in the system with all of the background information about the plant. 
Whether a plant or grown from seed or cutting, where it has come from, whether from a grower or 
wild collected, if collected where from and by who, when it came into the garden, where it is going, 
how many there are, and any other relevant information. 
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We talked about a lot of plants that Emma and the Botanic gardens are trying to conserve. We 
started with Clianthus puniceus also known as Kakabeak due to the flowers resemblance to a kaka 
beak. It is threatened with the status of nationally critical according to the New Zealand Plant 
Conservation Network. They say there was only one naturally occurring plant left in the wild, this is 
at a single site near the Kaipara Harbour. The kakabeak here is vulnerable to browsing animals, weed 
competition and summer drought. In cases such as this it is easy to collect seed that shows the 
diversity of the whole wild population. There are more plants in one border at the Botanic gardens 
than there are in the wild so the seed resource is vital.  
Euphorbia glauca or shore spurge was next up. It is currently at risk and is declining in number, 
threats include coastal erosion and development, trampling and browsing by domesticated farm 
animals and possums and competition from taller vegetation. The Botanics also have a population of 
this to collect seed from, there are a few individuals in the car park and some in sections of the 
garden. It used to grow on most of the beaches in Auckland and is now limited to a small number on 
Browns island. 
Ileostylus micranthus, Green mistletoe, Emma has tried quite a few ways to try and boost numbers 
of this plant. Spreading the seed onto plants of the same genus as she has found it growing on in the 
wild in this case Coprosma propinqua. Placing potted plants of the same host genus underneath wild 
specimens to see if seeds will fall and grow on them. Planting other host plants the mistletoe is 
known to colonise around the individual in the garden. The aim is just to increase the ex situ 
population because the seed is viable for a short time. 
 

Below: Ileostylus micranthus growing in two spots in the garden, one high in a tree, one low down 
and a close up of the union between the two plants. 

 
Metrocideros bartlettii, Bartlett’s Rata, on our walk around Emma noticed this tree was in flower 
and explained that last year it didn’t flower well at all and they were worried it was declining. This 
year it is flowering well which means they can cut some of the flowers and try and pollinate some of 
the other ratas they have access to. There are only 25 adult Bartlett's rata left in the wild according 
to NZ Plant Conservation Network, they are also mostly on private land and isolated from other 
specimens. This is a problem because for a start Bartlett's rata is self-incompatible and there are not 
many nectar feeding birds to pollinate, but being on private land means that people cannot access 
the plants to help with pollination. This means there is very little viable seed set so that plants are 
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still declining. As well as these problems, the species is at severe risk from browsing animals and fire. 
Possums are decimating the largest population known. 
Pomaderris hamiltonii, Pale-flowered kumarahou, is a rare plant with a very common habitat, it now 
grows mostly on the sides of roads. It once grew in natural shrubland throughout the Auckland 
region. It’s now mainly only found on roadsides near Kaiaua (Firth of Thames) and the Warkworth 
area. This is an interesting habitat with danger from construction and roadside spraying but does 
make collecting seed for conservation a very easy job. 
Pennantia baylisiana was once listed as one of the world's rarest plants by The Guinness Book of 
Records. There is only a single specimen growing in the wild and it is precariously growing on a scree 
slope on Great Island in the Three Kings group. It was discovered during a hunting exercise to rid the 
islands of goats. Professor Geoff Baylis of the University of Otago found it in 1945. Unfortunately the 
goats had munched all of the other plants leaving this one lone specimen. Thankfully the goats were 
eradicated, and the tree is still alive today some 65 years later. However, the tree is female so was 
considered functionally extinct as it had not produced any seedlings on the islands. Cuttings from 
the tree were taken to the Government research station at Mt Albert. Forty years after the 
Pennantia was found Ross Beever, a scientist with Landcare Research experimented with hormones 
to try and induce it to produce seed. He was successful, and the resulting seedlings have proved to 
be more fertile than their mother. 
The Botanic gardens have been doing a fair amount of work to try and build up a reserve of seed for 
the plants in their care that are very rare. They have collected quite a bit of seed over the past few 
years, unfortunately though, the seed bank that the Botanic gardens have access to for their rare 
plant seeds is really only a shelf in an agricultural and amenity seed bank. It isn’t purpose built for 
rare seed conservation at all and the seeds have to go in in much larger quantities. This makes it a bit 
of a pain to collect enough seeds to add when the plants the team collect seeds from are rare and 
often do not produce large quantities of seed. There also isn’t anyone going out specifically to collect 
seed from the wild. Emma collects seeds from the populations within the garden but can only collect 
from the wild when she has any spare time from work which is rare.  
The propagation team also participate in some ex situ conservation projects. Which are useful when 
the plants are in an environment that is particularly affected by pests. If none of the new seedlings 
can survive or if all of the fruit or seeds of the plant are being eaten it doesn’t stand a chance. 
Apart from internal propagation for the garden the propagation team are also very busy propagating 
for revegetation projects. They grow hundreds upon hundreds of Manuka (Leptospermum 
scoparium) and Kanuka (Kunzea ericoides) plants. I will write more about this when I am in prop later 
on in my time here. 
The one big problem that is on the horizon for New Zealand at the moment is Myrtle rust, Uredo 
rangelii, it is a disease from South America that affects all plants in the Myrtaceae family. The 
disease made it to Australia and has now blown over to some areas of New Zealand. So far there 
have been positive detections in Taranaki, Te Puke and Otorohanga. Myrtle rust is set to be a big 
problem in New Zealand, being very easily dispersed and absolutely devastating to a large number of 
iconic and widespread native trees. If it takes hold it could change the whole vegetation structure of 
New Zealand. This is one disease that they couldn’t have stopped at customs! 
I have since checked back after finishing my time and as of the 1st December they have found rust in 
spots in Auckland region, Northland in general, Waikato, the Bay of Plenty and most recently in 
Wellington. 
I spent the rest of the day working with Andrea in the South African garden, she gave me a mini tour 
of the garden. The South African garden is a geographical collection particularly from the Cape, but 
also including plants from other parts of South Africa. The collection includes trees, shrubs, bulbs 
and annuals that will work outdoors in the Auckland climate. Significant groups include Proteaceae, 
Asteraceae, Aloes and other succulents and Restios. 
We spent the rest of the afternoon cutting back bulbs, picking up leaves and weeding. The bulbs we 
were cutting back were a mix of Gladioli, Freesia, Babiana and Eucomis. The spring bulbs have 
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already finished flowering here in Auckland and some of their leaves are yellow and ugly and some 
are just brown and dead so just to tidy up the garden and keep everything looking fresh and tidy. 
 
11th 
Today I spent the day wandering around the Botanic gardens and making extra notes and taking 
more pictures. I wandered around the bits of the garden I hadn’t seen before such as the rose 
garden, Rock Garden, Gondwana Arboretum and the Edible Garden. I pretty much spent the day 
walking around the garden and experiencing it as a visitor rather than as a worker. I also spent some 
time around the Native woodland area trying to familiarise myself with the plants. There are also 
some interesting sculptures in the garden at the moment for the biennial sculpture exhibition. 
Having just come from Chatsworth where we were preparing for the annual Sotherby’s Art Out Loud 
sculpture exhibition it is interesting to see how other gardens work with sculpture. 
 

Below: Twist… bob… spin… by Bev Goodwin and Jeff Thomson 
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Above clockwise from top left: Araucaria heterophylla; tree fern; Araucaria araucana; Native 
Woodland area. 
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Above: Part of the Rose garden 
13th 
Today I was working with Jeff in the Palm garden, we started off by doing a start of the week tidy up 
blowing around paths and picking up any rubbish we found and generally making everything look 
tidy for the start of the week. 
We then spent most of the morning cutting down some of the largest and tallest bits of a massive 
clump of bamboo. I’m not sure what species it was but some of the stems needed a large pruning 
saw to get through them. The suckers had reached right out and were threatening to touch the 
power lines so they had to go. Jeff has been trying hard to keep all of the clusters of bamboo in the 
palm garden under control. The volunteers tackled a large clump last week cutting the whole lot 
down to the ground as even the centre of the clump was pretty close to the power line. We took 
down about 30 large stems and smaller stems that were not growing in the central cluster of the 
patch we were dealing with. Every cut stem was painted with stump killer to try and stop the 
regrowth. I managed to save a couple of pieces to use as cutlery and utensil holders in my 
campervan. Its always good to be able to use some of the waste products from work especially as 
the bamboo cannot be composted and had go into a skip. It seems like a travesty really but some of 
it was so thick it would take years and years to decompose, I believe the skip goes to be burnt for 
fuel so I suppose all is not lost. 
Once we had tackled the bamboo for the moment we moved into the Native Ideas garden. Weeding 
along the right hand side of the garden and tidying up the edges of the border, scooping any 
escaping mulch back onto the borders and making the wooden edging visible again. As we worked 
our way along the bed we also tackled some random upright bits of growth of what were supposed 
to be prostrate ground hugging Coprosma repens. They had just sprouted a few stems that did not fit 
the ground cover mould so they had to have a bit of a haircut. I also did a bit of cutting back of a 
New Zealand daphne or Pimelea prostrata where it had matted over a couple of other plants and the 
edge of the grass. It just needed a bit of bringing back into line. We also picked up all of the rogue 
leaves in the border and raked off the grass.  
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Above: Bamboo to tackle and the power lines it was in danger of touching 

Below: Phoenix canariensis in the lawn by the Palm Garden 
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14th 
Today and tomorrow I was supposed to be working with Kerri, but we found out this morning that 
her mother had died suddenly in the night so of course she would not be in. It was quite a shock 
because I had been working with Kerri and her mum, who came in to volunteer, last week. 
So instead I worked with Pippa today, Pippa’s main responsibility is the Perennial garden but she 
also looks after the courtyard outside the visitor centre and café and the beds along the main paths 
into the garden from the visitor centre leading to the perennial garden. The Perennial garden is laid 
out in a colour wheel type of layout, from white through to pale pink, bright pink to purple through 
reds, oranges and bright and finishing at pastel yellow. The herbaceous perennials are picked from 
the best of the trails mix so they have been proven to perform well in the Auckland regions warm 
and humid climate. As we know humidity can be the enemy of some very popular perennials, 
causing mildew and mould and all sorts of other problems. There are also some bulbs to provide 
colour outside the main flowering season, and some trees and shrubs for height and structure. The 
borders are full of Achillea, Hemerocallis, Penstemon, Artemisia, Canna, Scabiosa and at the moment 
the fascinating Sprekelia formosissima a beautiful red flowered bulb with a single plane of symmetry, 
it reminds me of Amaryllis or a giant blousy orchid. 
We then got on with planting a couple of pineapples and papayas in a gap in the courtyard where 
people were walking over the border to get from the café to the car park. The spiny pineapples 
should put a stop to that. We also planted a Plinia cauliflora (Jabutifaba or the Brazilian Grapetree) 
which is a fascinating edible and should fit well with the theme for edibles around the café 
courtyard. The plant has dark purple black fruits with a white pulp in the centre, they can be eaten 
raw or cooked. However the most interesting part of the fruit is where it grows, as the name suggest 
the tree is cauliflorus and flowers and fruits on the main trunk. This means that come fruiting time 
the main trunk of the plant is covered in the purple black fruits, having only seen pictures I would 
love to see it actually fruiting. The fruit has also been found to contain antioxidant and anti-
inflammatory anti-cancer compounds. 
 

Below: Pineapples (Ananas comosus) and the Plinia cauliflora 
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After break we cut down two tree ferns around the back of the visitor centre, they were pretty big. 
Unfortunately, they were not identified, not on the accession system, there was no record of where 
specifically they were collected from apart from someone remembering they came from Papua New 
Guinea at some point. Unfortunately, not even fern experts could identify them so they had to go. 
This seemed a little backward to Pippa and I, if they could not be identified by fern experts then 
surely that means they are either very rare or a hybrid, cross or new species of some kind. But they 
came out. Having never seen the cross section of a tree fern trunk though it was pretty interesting to 
see the inside of it once we cut it down, much more geometric and regular than I thought it would 
be considering the vascular structure differences in ferns. 

Below: The inside of a tree fern stem and one of the frond scrolls 

 
Once that was done and all of the bits were tidied away we went and collected a load of plants from 
the nursery to put in the perennial garden. We planted a group of Salvia “Love and Wishes” to 
replace a group of Penstemon “Rich Ruby” that had all just given up and died. Some Begonia 
coccinea treated as an annual and fills in some of the gaps between the bigger perennials. Personally 
I’m not a fan of begonias they just aren’t my cup of tea, I think possibly because I relate them to 
gaudy council bedding schemes and they always seem to get bad mildew. And last but not least a big 
drift of Verbena canadensis “Homestead Red” right next to the main path. A lovely bright red flower, 
low growing and very attractive to butterflies, once it bulks out a little it will be a perfect colour blast 
in this hot section of the perennial 
garden. 
After afternoon break Pippa and I 
went to find Julia, so Pippa could 
do a quick rehearsal of her speech 
for the Young Horticulturalist of the 
year competition. This years 
speech prompt was a Maori 
proverb He aha te mea nui o te ao? 
He tangata, he tangata, he tangata. 
Which roughly translates to What 
is the most important thing in the 
world? It is the people, it is the 
people, it is the people. Pippa had 
written a lovely speech and had got 
a lot into it considering it had to be 
only 2 minutes long! 
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The New Zealand young hort is a lot more involved than the UK one. The finalists have all already 
won a competition in their field of horticulture. Included are Amenity, Landscape, Viticulture, 
Production (Fruit and Veg), Production (Nursery) and Floristry.  Each finalist has to complete a 
business proposal project, Pippa has come up with a blog/vlog concept to raise the profile of 
horticulture as a career for young people. Something that is as needed here in New Zealand as it is at 
home. Alongside that there are also practical and theoretical activities in the run up to and during 
the two days of competition, there is an interview, leadership qualities are observed, there is a 
section for community engagement and also the themed speech in front of a dinner crowd of 
assembled judges, supporters, members of the industries and sponsors and family. I think the UK 
Young Horticulturalist could take a leaf out of the New Zealand competition as Horticulture is often 
taken up by people who are skilled and talented at many things outside of the realms of textbook 
knowledge. 
We finished up the day weeding alongside the stream amongst the ground cover Muehlenbeckia 
axillaris x complexa. It is one of those details that some people just wouldn’t notice but gardeners 
tend to notice the tiny weeds growing amongst the ground cover. Its these details that really bring a 
garden up to scratch. 
 
15th 
Today I worked with Andrea weeding, tidying and cutting back bulbs in the South African Garden. At 
this time of year there are lots and lots of bulbs to cut back, things like Babiana, Moraea (or Galaxia 
not sure which is correct at the moment as I have found notes for both) and Zephranthes.  
The Pelargonium sidoides is a particular stand out in the South African Garden at the moment. The 
flowers are so delicate and a beautiful dark burgundy colour and contrasting pale silvery foliage. 
 

Below: Leucospermum “Flame Spike” and Moraea ramosissima 
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Above: Dierama and Kniphofia 
 
We finished up the day watching the hortisports which is another part of the Young Horticulturist of 
the Year competition. It is a combination of short tasks judged on speed and accuracy. These were a 
bouquet, pruning a standard and a round topiary, planting up a little planter, bagging carrots, 
throwing wellies into a wheelbarrow, using a leaf blower to blow a tennis ball through a tube and 
into a golf hole. It was definitely fun to watch but I’m sure if I was doing it myself the pressure and 
my overly competitive nature (more with myself knowing I could do better) would get the better of 
me. Not meaning to be biased but Pippa’s planter was definitely the best as she had used the 
miniature conifer in the centre to give height but also a trailing lobelia over the front to give a bit of 
movement and cover some of the very rough and ready planter they had been provided with. Tim 
one of the other contestants had an interesting approach to the floral arrangement, he literally 
scooped all the flowers out of the bucket in a big handful, tied them up and cut the bottoms off.  

Below: Hortisports in full swing 
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Something like this, a little speed learning, would be a great way to get youngsters involved or 
excited about horticulture. Use an electric blower, do a bit of seed sowing (they could take home 
with them), make up a little planter, they are all things that are easy, relatively low risk and great 
fun. 
 
16th 
Today I was working in the propagation department with Owen and Wayne. I spent the first part of 
the day helping Wayne find bread trays from all over the place so we had places to put the begonias 
we were going to pot up. Once we had found enough by getting them from the main gardens yard, 
the volunteer plant centre and away in various garden store rooms, we started potting up begonias 
annoyingly I have a picture of all the Begonias we potted but not a picture of their label so I am not 
sure what species or cultivar they were. Very frustrating.  
We had a little plant delivery after break, 3 Mussaenda frondosa and 3 Myoga ginger got taken out 
back and put into the quarantine area. This is a separate hard standing area away from all of the 
other plants and they stay there for 1 month. This is just to keep and eye on them and make sure 
they don’t sprout any diseases or pest before they get put with the rest of the collections. 
I spent the rest of the day potting up Formium cookianum. We got through quite a number today but 
there are still plenty more. They were going from 1L size pots up to 3L straight onto a trailer that can 
be attached to the buggy and onto the mypex sheet outside. The compost we used is a coir and soil 
mix I believe, it is delivered in really big batches as these guys get through a lot. We used a bench 
and a half full, which is 3 tractor buckets full loaded direct onto the bench. It is a good job they can 
load the benches with the tractor otherwise it would take an age to get enough compost to do all 
the potting up these guys do. 
I was hoping to get a chance to speak to Billie, she is the propagation and conservation genius (not 
my words but the rest of the team). But unfortunately, timing hasn’t really worked out this trip and 
she was off sick today. 
 

Below: All of the Begonias I potted; the propagation bench in one of the glasshouses 
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17th 
I spent the morning today in nursery potting up more Formiums. We were being helped today by a 
bunch of corporate volunteers from the local council so we got through quite a lot of plants. Once 
they had finished their stint we finished up the last handful and managed to get them all spaced out 
on the mypex outside. All of these Fomium cookianum are to go around a proposed and planned 
new car parking area. There is going to be a tropical themed border scheme around the perimeter 
and the formiums are going to make up a good amount of the gap fillers. 

Above clockwise from top left: The area outside full of plants 
for revegetation, this isn’t even all of the nursery space and 
only includes one row of the plants for the garden; the 
propagation lists for the northern and southern sectors; the 
potting shed bench which is loaded by tractor, over the day 
and a half I was in prop the bench was loaded 5 times. 
 
I went for a walk over into the Gondwana arboretum and 
walked through the native forest for a little bit of the afternoon after lunch today. Just trying to 
familiarise myself with the plants I might see in the Kauri forests further north. I feel like I am still so 
new to all these plants and have yet to stop being amazed by palms and tree ferns and all of these 
“tender” plants growing outside. 
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Once I had had my fill in the garden I headed over to the Botanic gardens Library to look for books 
on introduced pests (plant and animal), diseases and kauri dieback. The information in the Library 
about Kauri Dieback is the same as everything I have found online really. It was interesting to see a 
pamphlet with a list of all of the introduced species, there are a lot. But in recent years New Zealand 
have really learnt from their past mistakes. Possums, rats and stoats have been the most serious 
problems. Possums (Trichosurus Vulpecula) were first introduced as part of the fur trade in 1837, 
they have since taken over and there is estimated to be over 70 million, they eat leaves, flower buds, 
fruit and seeds and can decimate plant populations. And they are not just a threat to plants they 
affect animal populations directly and indirectly, eating insects, birds and bats and also their young 
and eggs, they also drive animals out of their nesting sites and deplete their food sources. 
Polynesians bought in the first species of rat in the early 1300s, but these have been far surpassed by 
the Norway rats (Rattus norvegicus) and Ship rats (Rattus rattus) these rats brought in by ships in the 
17 and 18 hundreds had also decimated native populations of bird and bat species. When 
accidentally introduced to Big South Cape Island in 1964 they eliminated five native bird species, one 
bat species and a large flightless weevil. Stoats (Mustela erminea) were introduced from Britain in 
the 1870s to control the rabbit problem but have since led to the downfall. Together with rats and 
cats, stoats have caused the extinction of Huia, Bush Wrens, Native Thrushes, Laughing Owls and 
Native Quails altogether and there are now no longer any Stitchbirds, Saddlebacks, Kakapo and Little 
Spotted Kiwi on the mainland of New Zealand.  
The problem with these predatory pests is twofold, the effect of vegetation is extraordinary and can 
change the way a whole landscape can regenerate, continual browsing opens up the canopy and 
thins undergrowth, there are less seedlings to regenerate the forest and those that are left are the 
unpalatable species, the open areas are also more at risk of landslides, wind erosion and invasion of 
weeds. Introduced pests are thought to have killed off 43% of Native Bird species, this is because 
there are no natural ground dwelling predators in New Zealand, so birds have evolved without them. 
There are a large number of native flightless birds and numerous birds nest on or very near to the  
ground making them an easy target. 
The Department of Conservation announced in July 2016 a programme called Predator Free 2050. It 
aims to rid New Zealand of rats, stoats and possums by 2050, this builds on the work already 
happening across the country to try and get control of these invasive pests. They have set some 
halfway mark targets for 2025 which are: Increasing the areas where predators are suppressed by 1 
million hectares; Demonstrating predator removal from more than 20,000 hectare areas of 
mainland; Removing all mammalian predators from offshore island Nature reserves and last but not 
least Developing science solutions that lead to the removal of at least one small mammal predator 
species from the mainland. Needless to say, these are pretty impressive goals and if successful could 
have a fantastic lasting effect of the biodiversity of New Zealand. 
 
 
18th  
Today I travelled over to Whangerei and started off by visiting the Whangerei Quarry gardens, the 
garden is run entirely by volunteers, which is a pretty mean feat considering the size of the place and 
the warm, humid weather they get here. The garden was a working quarry from 1940 to 1974 and 
some parts of the industrial heritage still remain, with concrete foundations emerging from parts of 
the garden and a small series of tunnels forging a path under another part. Northland gets on 
average 1500 to 2000mm of rainfall per year and some of New Zealand’s highest average 
temperatures, these conditions and the sheltered heat radiating properties of the quarry create an 
ideal microclimate for exotic subtropical plants. The garden is split into sections, there is an Arid 
garden full of succulents, cacti and aloes. Some are a pretty impressive size and you wouldn’t find 
many of these growing outside in the UK. The Bromeliad garden was a lush space in dappled shade 
and a bit cooler on a hot day. There were the colourful leaves of Neoregelia and Nidularia, a couple 
of Ananas bracteatus var. tricolour bringing some extra spines and the lush green of the Platycerium. 
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There were some pretty impressive Ficus lyrata in full fruit with their very impressive massive glossy 
leaves. We had just missed out on the best of the flowering for the Camellia collection but there 
were still a few beautiful flowers left over. There is also a lovely little sensory garden with plants that 
cover taste, smell, sight, listen and touch merged with interesting small-scale sculpture. 
Native forest surrounds most of the garden and covers much of the 60 acre site, it is regenerating 
after extensive land modification during the quarrying days. A series of arson attacks in 2005 – 2006 
sadly destroyed about one third of the native forest. The Northland community pulled together 
however and carried out a big replant with 12,000 plants going in in 2006 to re-vegetate the 
hillsides. One of the goals of the garden team is to merge backdrop of native vegetation up to the 
subtropical planting of the garden. 

Above clockwise from top left: Magnolia; newly planted Kauri (Agathis australis) part of the 
replanting project; Ficus lyrata 
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Above clockwise from top left: The arid garden; a particularly massive cactus; the view across the 
Quarry garden and the lake. 

 
In the afternoon I went over to see the Whangerei waterfalls and the A H Reed Memorial Kauri Park. 
This remnant of Kauri forest had some impressive specimens, thought to be at least 500 years old, 
which could be viewed from a raised walkway which snaked through the woodland taking in not just 
the Kauri (Agathis australis) but also the mid and understory layers filled with tree ferns.  
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Above clockwise from top left: Whangerei waterfalls; the walkway through the A H Reed Memorial 
Kauri park; filmy ferns Cardiomanes reniforme and Leptopteris hymenophylloides; part of Botanica 

Whangerei; one of the walks through the native woodland in the park 
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Above: one of the displays at the Botanica and right a 
tree fern that has rather outgrown its space! 

 
While I was in the centre of Whangerei to do some food 
shopping I stopped by the Whangerei Rose garden, it seems that all small towns in New Zealand 
have a rose garden.  
Botanica Whangerei is a collection of colourful displays, exotic palms and orchids, a fern house, 
bizarre succulents and cacti. Within the Botanica there is a purpose-built adobe brick building to 
house a collection of filmy ferns. It is a climate controlled area that provides the cool and moist, high 
humidity environment that the small translucent leaved filmy ferns thrive in. Filmy ferns come from 
the Hymenophyllaceae family, members of the family are mainly found in tropical rainforest areas 
but also occur in temperate rainforests particularly in New Zealand, there are 25 species here. Filmy 
ferns are the largest fern family in New Zealand, their occurrence is generally restricted to damp 
areas or areas moistened by spray from waterfalls or springs. Hymenophyllum sanguinolentum and 
Cardiomanes reniforme are suggested to be the most common filmy ferns in the wild. 
 
19th 
I spent all day in Waipoua forest today, starting at Tane Mahuta. Tane Mahuta is the largest known 
living Kauri tree, the name means Lord of the Forest. According to Maori mythology Tane is the son 
of Ranginui the sky father and Papatuanuku the earth mother. Tane was the child that tore his 
parents’ parental embrace and once done set about clothing his mother in the forest we have here 
today, all living creatures of the forest are regarded as Tane’s children. The trunk is 13.77m in girth, 
17.68m in height, the total height of the tree is 51.2m and it is thought to be 1500 years old. 
Kauri or Agathis australis is from the Araucariaceae family, Kauri forests are among the most ancient 
forests in the world, their antecedents appeared during the Jurassic period. With its interesting soil 
interaction and regeneration pattern the Kauri has developed a unique niche in the forest and can 
compete with the faster growing and more recently evolved angiosperms. 
The trees have an interesting growth habit, as young individuals they grow straight up and have a 
very coniferous growth structure. As it grows taller it loses its lower limbs and its mature structure 
looks much more like a broadleaf, very broad at the top. Leaves are tough and leathery in texture, 
they are oppositely paired or in whorls of three on the stem. They are very large mature trees and 
can reach 40 to 50 metres high and the trunk can get over 5 m in diameter. There are larger 
recorded specimens in the past, the largest recorded was 8.54m diameter and 26.83m in girth, there 
are  of course rumours of much larger specimens but seeing as 90 per cent of the area of Kauri forest 
standing before 1000AD was destroyed by 1900 it is hard to really know what was actually around.  
This forest entry is one of the most visited and has a very well set up boot cleaning station, with an 
automated step on boot sprayer and no way of getting onto the path without going through the 
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cleaning station. The path is a raised walkway and keeps you off the forest floor completely which 
means you are away from the roots of the A. australis altogether. There was also a security guard to 
make sure you didn’t stray from the path and get anywhere near this important specimen. The most 
well protected tree I have ever seen that’s for sure! 
All of these protections are for the sole purpose of protecting this magnificent tree from Kauri 
Dieback, or Phytophthora agathidicida, this disease is specific to New Zealand Kauri and has killed 
thousands of individuals in the last 10 years. Kauri dieback also known as PTA (Phytophthora taxon 
Agathis) is a soil-borne disease with long-lived resistant spores spread by soil movement, and short-
lived swimming spores moved in water flow in soil, as well as spreading tree to tree through close 
contact of the roots. Soil containing the long-lived spores is likely to be transported around on 
human footwear and by animals such as pigs. Cleaning stations come at the start and end of every 
trail in the hope of stopping the spread of the disease from one place to another. The raised 
walkways limit contact will the soil and keep people away from the roots of the A. australis which 
are quite sensitive and are the main inroad for the pathogen.  
The disease damages the tissues that carry nutrients within the tree. Symptoms include yellowing of 
foliage, loss of leaves, canopy thinning and dead branches.  Affected trees can also develop lesions 
that bleed resin, extending to the major roots and sometimes girdling the trunk as a “collar rot”. PTA 
can kill trees and seedlings of all ages. 
In 2008 the New Zealand Government announced funding for a long-term management programme. 
Six government agencies (MAF Biosecurity New Zealand, the Department of Conservation, Auckland 
Council, Northland Regional Council, Environment Waikato and Bay of Plenty Regional Council) are 
working together with Maori on a programme that manages the threat of the disease. Landcare 
Research, together with research partners MAF, Plant & Food Research and Scion, are part of the 
five-year programme covering research into the detection and spread of kauri dieback and methods 
to control it. This cross body approach funded by government is a strong tool in the fight against 
pest and diseases. Control methods for the disease are being researched. Phosphorous acid (= 
phosphonic acid or phosphite), which is used successfully to manage Phytophthora diseases in 
avocado, citrus and other crop trees, is one agent being tested for its potential to control PTA. 
Preliminary results in glasshouse trials carried out by Dr Ian Horner at Plant & Food Research were 
very encouraging, showing that phosphite provided good control when applied to kauri seedlings 
inoculated with PTA. Field trials on forest trees are about to commence. 
After I had finished staring at the wonder of Tane Mahuta, I moved along and visited some of the 
other iconic Kauri trees. Te Matua Ngahere, Father of the forest, has the largest trunk circumference 
of any living Kauri at a massive 16.41m. Also at this site are the Four Sisters, four beautiful specimens 
growing in a square very close to one another. I also walked out on a slightly longer walk to 
Cathedral grove and Yakas’ Kauri, it was a beautiful walk through the native woodland. The 
understory of the forest is highly varied, from the tiny filmy ferns, which I think were Cardiomanes 
reniforme from looking at the pictures I took at the Botanica. The obscure looking Pseudopanax 
crassifolius and occasionally Pseodopanax ferox with their long, narrow, toothed and downward 
pointing juvenile leaves, thought to be a throwback to when Moa munched on anything they could 
get their beaks around. Majestic tree ferns in guise of Cyathea dealbata and Dicksonia squarrosa, 
growing with their tall umbrella like canopy of fronds. The subcanopy of Kauri forest is often made 
up of a mix of trees Coprosa arborea, Metrosideros robusta, Weinmannia sylvicola and Pittosporum 
eugenoides.    
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Above: Tane Mahuta, the largest Kauri or Agathis australis in New Zealand 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



43 
 

Below: The cleaning station at the start of the path towards Tane Mahuta; another Kauri and other 
native species alongside the raised walkway; a notice at the start of the paths into the other section 

of Waipoua forest. 
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Below clockwise from top left: Te Matua Ngahere, Father of the forest and again from a different 
view; the Four Sisters; me giving the Yaka’s Kauri, the seventh largest, some love! 
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Above clockwise from top left: paths into the Yaka’s Kauri, Cardiomanes reniforme up close; and 
further away  

20th 
Today I travelled further north and visited Raetea forest and then travelled across and walked 
through some of Herekino forest. I wrote in my proposal that I was going to visit Omahuta forest but 
decided against it. I was advised by the Department of Conservation (DOC) office I visited in 
Auckland that the entry road into Omahuta forest was unsuitable for normal vehicles and would 
need a 4x4 to get in, they also suggested that the other forests I visited would be more than enough 
to get the feel of Northland Kauri forest as they are all very similar in their makeup and almost 
identical to some parts of the forest at Waipoua that I had already visited. The weather was a bit 
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damp today so the forests felt very humid, particularly Raetea because the track runs near to a 
stream for a while. The road to get to the forest was a particular standout where roads are 
concerned, the forest came right up to the edge of the road each side and the tree ferns, Kauri and 
all of the other trees towered above the car on either side making you feel like were driving through 
the middle of a rainforest. 

 
Above clockwise from top left: Cleaning 
station at the entrance to Ratea forest; 
signage; raised pathway; built up 
pathway so you are not walking directly 
onto the soil, most signage in Maori and 
English 
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Above: a young Agathis australis we saw alongside a road that has succumbed to the disease. 
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Conclusions 
 
I think New Zealand’s attitude in general to plant conservation is very similar of that in the UK. If you 
can do in-situ conservation and it is a success that is by far the best way to do it. However, if it is 
unsuccessful it is much better to give the plants every chance they can get and try ex-situ 
conservation techniques as well. It is far better to use every method going to keep rare plants 
around that just giving up on them in the wild because in-situ conservation hasn’t worked. There are 
also people with the same passion for conservation that I have seen back at home, the people with 
the drive to go out and find the best possible way to keep these rare plants and their habitats 
surviving and eventually thriving. These people are so important when thinking about the future, 
none of them are getting younger and their knowledge is so important, it is imperative that they 
pass on the knowledge and skills they have learned when caring for, protecting and conserving rare 
and endangered species. Horticulture has seen a skills shortage in the past few years, but I have seen 
a number of younger people choosing it during my last four years as a horticultural trainee, I seem to 
have become one of the older ones at the annual student conferences. This is a major step in the 
right direction and getting young and passionate people involved in horticulture is most of the 
battle. These are the people who will be taking on the battle for our rare and endangered plant 
species. New Zealand also seems to have had a similar problem attracting young people into the 
industry, Pippa’s business proposal project for NZ Young Horticulturist of the year is specifically 
about combating this problem. Pippa won the Agricultural and Marketing Research and 
Development Trust (AGMARDT) Market Innovation Project prize for her blog/vlog concept. Her idea 
of using a blog or vlog highly linked with social media is a clever one. There are more young people 
bucking the trend of the standard 9 to 5 in favour of something more creative and as an industry we 
need to get ourselves out there to target that market. 
There are certainly lessons to be learnt from the way New Zealand manages their native resources, I 
think the significant links to Maori culture and tradition in some ways have led to the saving of a 
species with the Agathis australis. Having that ingrained link means that someone will always know 
how important it is to preserve this species. As much as the Maori links have hindered some 
conservation attempts on sacred land I’m sure the umbrella effect of Kauri conservation has had far 
reaching impacts. The way that so many organisations have come together to save a species is 
impressive and gives a sense of hope. What could the UK achieve if all of the government 
departments worked together and were funded well enough to fight for some of our native 
woodland and tree species. How much more of a positive impact we could have on getting rid of 
things like ash dieback if there was a more proactive effort to combat it. To me it seems that 
individuals and small groups of gardens that are affected try to tackle these problems with disease, if 
it is particularly serious the RHS get involved and eventually a ban on importing plants get put in 
place. I read an article in one of the RHS magazines I bought over to read on the plane that 100 
nurseries and garden centres have pledged to not import plants from regions in Europe affected by 
the bacterial disease Xylella fastidiosa.  I wonder why this pledge is voluntary why is it not just an 
across the board ban if this disease could cause such big problem to the industry and the general 
plant population. The article states that an outbreak in the UK would be “potentially catastrophic” 
and could include drastic measures such as killing all host plants within 100m and a movement ban 
for plants within a 6 mile radius for up to 5 years if the virus does get to us. These measures may be 
drastic but as an island nation why should we have to resort to such delayed reactions? If we are 
proactive we need not let these diseases into the country in the first place. Ash dieback was 
prevalent in Scandinavia long before it made its way into the UK, so why did it ever make it into the 
UK? We need to worry less about upsetting our trade partners and worry more about the diseases 
that could decimate part of our plant population. One of the limited positives of leaving the 
European Union is the fact that we can have stricter control over what we let into our country, if 
other countries are going to be holding us to account for what we export why shouldn’t we as a 
country do the same. 
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New Zealand authorities are also a lot stricter on what people are bringing into the country, there is 
not walk straight through customs when you have picked up your bags. There is a form to fill out 
stating any items that you are bringing into the country, from food to outdoor equipment most 
categories are covered. You then have to speak to someone about what you have written on the 
form and they advise you of the correct lane to be in depending on which items you have to have 
checked if any. I knew about the strict rules beforehand so made sure my work boots, walking boots 
and secateurs were scrubbed before I left home. The lady who checked my items was pleased with 
how clean they were and let me through with no bother, but I did see others having items taken 
away for cleaning or even being confiscated. This is something we could learn from when it comes to 
being an island nation and not letting any of the nasties in. New Zealand has had to learn some 
serious lessons from past mistakes, we may as well learn from their mistakes instead of making our 
own.
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Finances 
 
Flight    £482 
 
Flight Transfer  $18 (£9.30) 
 
Hostel    $350 (£181.30) 
 
Air Bnb   £390 
 
Bus    $140 (£72.50) 
 
Food   $219.31 (£113.6) 
 
Total funding spent  1248.70 
 
 


