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Abstract

New Zealand plants have been mainly domesticated
for their fibre and especially for their use as
ornamentals. They have provided scant picking as
food plants and as sources of pharmaceuticals. Maori
needed to thoroughly explore the properties of native
plants for they were essential to their traditional
existence. Europeans were keen to use Maori knowl-
edge of plants commercially and the fibre of harakeke-
flax played a key role in the economy of New Zealand
in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Just as keenly,
Maori adopted plants introduced by the first European
visitors for food and trade. European regard for
ornamental plants led to plant collections made on
Cook’s first voyage being propagated and offered for
sale as ornamental plants in England as early as 1776.
Concerted effort to domesticate native plants for
ornamental use started around 1920 and Leonard
Cockayne played a key role in this. His work on the
cultivation of native plants, his curiosity about their
growth forms and physiology and his fascination
about their propensity for hybridisation are all key
ingredients for their domestication. Since Cockayne,
many people have been involved in bringing native
plants into cultivation. New Zealand and overseas
horticulturists have had a keen eye for variant forms
and chance hybrids of native plants and have been
effective in propagating and marketing these to
gardeners. Deliberate scientific plant breeding of
native plants has been slower in its application. A
special milestone was the hybridisation of
Leptospermum cultivars discovered in the wild to
produce novel bred varieties that was completed by
Lammerts in California in the 1940s. The last 20 years
has seen a more concerted effort to develop novel
hybrids of native ornamental plants. For Leptospermum
this has extended to hybrids with Australian species.
There remains considerable potential for further
hybridisation and selection of new cultivars from the
resulting progeny. There is also potential in applying
knowledge about genetic variation of the physiology
of native plants to extend their range of garden use.
For example, selecting to increase their cold hardiness
would vastly increase their use in Europe. The impact
of epidemics of pests and diseases on native plants
points to selection of resistance to these as an impor-
tant objective for the future. Of critical importance for
future developments of their ornamental use and
conservation is more information about the
intraspecific genetic variation of native plants: Know-
ing about and retaining this variation is a key to

realising further economic benefits from New Zea-
land’s unique resource of native plants.

Domestication

Meanings of domestication include to naturalize and
to bring under human control. In this paper I mainly
restrict the term to bringing plants from the wild into
cultivation, and there are several stages in this process.

First is recognition by people that a wild plant has
properties useful to them as food, fibre for clothing or
shelter, medicinal uses, or for their spiritual and
cultural value. Use of plants for their ornamental
properties fits into the category of spirjtual and
cultural value. It is this use that I will focus on.

An important motivation to cultivate is to bring plants
close to where people live so that they are handy for
harvesting. In the case where they are used as
ornamentals it is bringing them where they can be
readily seen. In cultivation, plants can be more readily
protected from diseases and pests, and they can be
managed to optimise the yield of their desirable
product. Cultivating plants inevitably leads to
learning about their growth and propagation. The
cultivators of a domesticated plant pass on, informa-
tion gathered in this way, from generation to genera-
tion.

Bringing a plant into cultivation often reveals genetic
variants that do not survive the intense competition
between plants in the wild. An astute cultivator will
notice these variants and consider whether they have
properties that enhance the desired use of the plant.
The next step is to separately propagate a useful
variant to provide a new cultivated variety or cultivar.
It is important to remember that cultivars derived in
this way are usually dependent upon cultivation for
their survival.

Almost from the time people began to cultivate plants,
hybrids have provided a rich source of new domesti-
cated plants. Gathering of plants by humans and their
disturbance to vegetation, particularly the cultivation
of soil, brought genetically compatible species together
and provided conditions where their hybrid-progeny
could survive. Spontaneous hybrids between wild
species of grass, notably wheat, rice and maize,
provided carbohydrates suitable for human consump-
tion that could be stored for long periods, and were a
fundamental element in the progress of civilization.

Gregor Mendel’s fundamental laws of heredity which
form the basis of modern genetics and scientific plant
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