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Introduction

For several years I have been fascinated by the rela-
tionship between our native gardens and our wild
places. Initially this interest was stimulated by the
realisation that most of our public native gardens were
rather boring places to be, whereas our wilderness
areas were, thankfully, just the opposite. We were
obviously missing some vital connection in our native
gardens.

Why aren’t we making a better job of creating our
native gardens? I suspect that part of the answer lies
with the assumptions we have made. Prime amongst
these is the assumption that a collection of plants
makes a satisfying garden. This is rot.

What's so special about our native plants anyway? All
plants, natives included, are just manifestations of a
process involving rocks, water, air and sunlight.
Nature’s been practising this process for many millions
of years and has got very good at it. The world, in fact,
is almost covered in plants. So what's so special about
the relatively few plants we have here in New Zea-
land?

To be sure, our native plants do have some special
attributes - tropical affiliations, ancient lineage back to
Gondwana, unusual growth forms and structures,
amongst others. But to me the key distinction between
our native plants and all the rest, the one that puts
them above all others, is their power to awaken our
senses and memory and so connect us with our native
landscapes. Native plants remind us why we are
special - they are our plants, they belong in our
landscapes, they reflect our unique history. They are
here, in our patch, these lovely unique islands lost
within the roaring forties and furious fifties of the
southern Pacific Ocean.

The Botanical and Landscape Heritage

Suggest to the average New Zealander that their so-
called ‘bush’ is world famous, and one is likely to
receive a look of complete disbelief. What on earth
could be so special about this ubiquitous forest cloak
of ours? For, one must admit, to the casual observer
there still appears to be plenty of it. No matter where
we go in the country, it is easy to find some tattered
bush remnant up a gully or proudly proclaimed within
a public reserve.

So, in a sense, ignorance is quite understandable.
Nevertheless, unique our forests are, in more ways
than one. Ask any specialist why, and one is immedi-

ately regaled with supporting facts and figures: New
Zealand's forests are temperate by position and
tropical by disposition; over 80% of the plants within
New Zealand's forests occur nowhere else in the
world, our forests have evolved in complete isolation
from other forest communities for many millions of

years; they contain plants and animals unique to New
Zealand.

But to get at the real essence of the unique spirit of our
New Zealand forests, it is perhaps more instructive to
quiz the many Kiwis who regularly venture ‘out there’
to soak it up. For it is undeniable that our forests hold
a special place in the hearts and minds of many
ordinary New Zealanders - and indeed many overseas
visitors. Most of these folk are unlikely to have any
technical training and so they see it all quite differently
and often with a set of values and perceptions that
may be more accessible to the rest of us. To such folk,
our forests are unique because they look, feel and
smell special. They constitute an experience we cannot
replicate elsewhere, no matter where we travel.

Feelings are perhaps an unusual way to introduce our
New Zealand forests. But consider the kauri forest
giants of the far north. To confront a grove of kauri
with their trunks rising 20 metres or more; clean,
unbranched, parallel-sided, is to confront botanical
immensity. There is no way around such plants,
literally or figuratively. They are immense, command-
ing our field of view and engulfing our ego. They rise
like Greek columns, supporting leafy ceilings that float
above us, beyond our ken. Such forests, viewed from
the forest floor, are all wood.

Such experiences are not restricted to the northern
kauri forests. There are still a few places in the North
Island where we can enjoy the cathedral-like atmos-
phere of our tall conifer forests. Like their kauri
cousins of the far north, these podocarp communities
connect us back through time to the days of the
dinosaurs. Then, the ancestors of today’s trees lived as
their descendants do here today.

The rimu forests of Whirinaki in the Urewera country
are one such magic spot. Here, rank upon rank of tall
slim rimu trunks rise far above and clear of other forest
vegetation. Below, as we tread gently over the mossy
carpet of the forest, the rimu rise up as woody cylin-
ders, their foliage effectively blocked from our sight by
the tawa canopy, glowing gold high above us in the
late evening light. Lower still, the tall tree fern crowns
are now in stark relief, their carousels of arching fronds
etched black against the glowing tawa canopy. To walk
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