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Your Excellencies, Invited Guests, Ladies & Gentle-
men, Friends.

During the last two decades much has changed in our
country, in politics, the economy, Health & welfare,
education; - you name it and it has undergone change.
However an even greater revolution has occurred in
the gardens, parks and landscapes of Aotearoa New
Zealand. Significantly for us here today, the incredible
changes that have occurred, during the past twenty
years, have been in our attitude towards native plants
and our knowledge of how to grow and use them
successfully in our gardens and landscapes. I would
like to review those changes as they have appeared to
me.

NZ has a truly unique flora, which was recognized by
the early botanists of the past. It is still drooled over by
the likes of David Bellamy, on his regular visits to our
country. However, it is only in recent years that we
ordinary kiwis have learnt to value the special plant
life of these extraordinary islands.

1 would like to start by telling of a personal experience.
Just over 25 years ago, when we first moved to
Tauranga, my wife Esme & I bought a section and built
our first home. As soon as the initial earthworks had
carved out the basement, and before building was
even under way, we visited a local nursery to buy
some “Native Plants”. We wanted to plant the bank
that had been created by the excavations in keeping
with the neighboring bush filled gully we overlooked.

To our dismay the selection available was minimal - I
recall a pittosporum, kowhai, rimu, totara, one or two
hebes, and a fivefinger.

This selection was typical of the time. In fact we also
had to walk right down to the back of the nursery, for
native plants were always ‘Down the back’ as if there
was something contagious about them.

Whilst there was a limited selection of native plants
available to the public to garden with, very little was
done to differentiate them or to make them special in
any way. To the public, hebes and many other natives
were ‘just another garden shrub’ and often misnamed
at that.

We didn’t get to see those trees that we planted down
our bank grow very big. We soon did what many
people in Tauranga did at the time - We moved to our
block of land - and it was here that within two years
we established a small part time nursery that, by early
1979, we had the audacity to convert into a specialist
Native Plant Nursery.

Since then, the attitude to native plants has changed

markedly especially in the past ten vears. Several
incidents typify the attitude to native plants at the time
we started growing natives. Firstly as part of our
‘market research” (Every business must do some
market research before embarking on a new venture)
we had a discussion with a local nurseryman, who was
horrified at our idea of leaving a well paid profession
to set up a nursery specialising in growing native
plants. * You will never make a living growing native
plants - no one will want them!

Our local rural community was equally skeptical- ‘I
spent forty years chopping it off my farm. so you
won'’t get me planting that!” was a comment we often
heard amongst other equally disparaging remarks
about gardening with scrub. I recall trying to convince
a new bank manager that we weren’t hippies, and this
was a serious business and we did require an over-
draft. This proved too difficult and it was easier to
change banks.

Fortunately we took no notice of our market research
and we set about establishing our native plant nursery.

Attitudes did change however. I would now like to
review the major influences and agents of change that
have taken place during the past two decades.

We must first recognise the work of the early propo-
nents of native plants. People such as Cheeseman,
Leonard Cockayne, Sir Truby King, Norman Potts in
Opotiki, Michael Gudex in Hamilton, Sir Victor Davies
of Duncan & Davies, to name just a few, and there
were many others, who did wonderful work to
establish reserves, spread knowledge and grow native
plants. The Loder Cup, given by Gerald Loder has
done much to give recognition to the work that these
people have done. One must not forget the influence of
the Royal Forest & Bird Society. They achieved a great
deal. However, even by the mid 1970s the use of
natives in our gardens and landscapes had not become
widespread or popular. Those that were used were
often not even acknowledged as being native.

During the late 70’s & 80’s there were a number of
really enthusiastic advocates of native plants who
contributed enormously to increase the popularity of
natives and bring them to our gardens. Those who
influenced us included Muriel Fisher who established
a most significant garden in Birkenhead, growing
natives from all over New Zealand. She opened it to
public viewing and had plants for sale.

Graham Platt established one of our first specialist
native plant nurseries in Albany and did an enormous
amount to popularize natives with the gardeners of
Auckland. Others such as Katie Reynolds of
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