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Abstract

The history of use of variants of New Zealand
Cordyline species is traced as background to an
experiment following the growth and phenology of 28
cabbage tree (Cordyline australis) populations in
plantings at Auckland, Lincoln and Invermay. The
study began with the characterisation of the pheno-
types of wild stands of cabbage trees at locations
covering a wide latitudinal range in New Zealand.
Seed collected from these stands sown at a common
date provided the plants at the three evaluation sites.
Marked genetically based differences between the
populations have been revealed in their growth rates,
pigmentation, cold tolerance and time to first flower-
ing. There are also distinct differences in the form of

Fig. 1

Herbarium specimen of what is considered to be the last
survivor of Cordyline fruticosa (ti pore) introduced by Maori. It
was collected by Thomas Kirk at Ahipara in 1893 and thought
to be a new species (Draceana Cheesemanii) before being
recognised as C. terminalis, a synonym for C. fruticosa.

the cabbage trees that could be usefully selected to suit
different ornamental uses of the plant. The study
points to the need to protect the genetic integrity of
wild stands of cabbage trees both as a source of genes
for further horticultural improvement of cabbage trees
and to provide locally adapted material for native
plant restoration plantings.

Original horticultural use of Cordyline

Probably the first domestication of Cordyline was in
New Guinea. This was for Cordyline fruticosa (syn C.
terminalis). Coloured-leaf variants of this species still
abound in Papua New Guinea. The Polynesian in their
migrations dispersed this plant throughout the Pacific.
It was one of the six plants that Maori introduced to
Aotearoa known to have survived in cultivation at
least until the time Cook visited in 1769.

The last of the C. fruticosa introduced by Maori in
mainland New Zealand was found at Ahipara (Fig. 1).
This plant attracted the excited attention of botanists at
the end of last century. Pieces of it were taken and
grown in the gardens of these botanists but both these
and the Ahipara plant died. In 1900 Canon Philip
Walsh recorded most of what we now know about the
Maori use of this plant and the name ti pore that they
gave to it (Walsh 1900).

Relics of the Polynesian introduction of C. fruticosa can
be still found on Raoul Island in the Kermadecs. Bill
Sykes brought living specimens of this plant back to
New Zealand some years ago and this is still growing
at Landcare Research, Lincoln.

Both Cook Islanders and Maori know Raoul Island as
Rangitahua. This name translates as ‘fire in the sky’
indicating that both these people saw its massive
volcanic eruptions. Rangitahua is linked to the
traditions of both the Kurahaupo and Aofen ocean
voyaging canoes that bought the ancestors of Maori to
Aotearoa.

It is likely that the Raoul Island plants are of the same
stock as the last of the Maori ti pore. To mark this
connection, a plant propagated from Rangitahua stock
has been planted at the Ahipara Primary School.
Although not vigorous, it has survived outdoors at the
school for several years.

Maori use and domestication of ti

The Cordyline fruticosa introduced by Maori was
marginally adapted to the climate of New Zealand. It
could only survive with cultivation in the warmest

87












Reproduced in PDF format from: New Zealand Plants and their Story
Proceedings of a conference held in Wellington, 1-3 October 1999
ISBN 0-9597756-3-3 http://www.rnzih.org.nz

© Royal New Zealand Institute of Horticulture



