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Growing a collection of plants within a Botanic Garden
is a challenge to any gardener. Otari’s challenge is to
grow as large a range of New Zealand'’s native flora
within one garden as is possible. If you consider the
range of habitats required from the Sub Antarctic
Islands to the top of the North Island and offshore
islands, from extreme cold to almost tropical. How is
this achieved?. I will attempt to describe to you a few
of our techniques that allow us to grow one of the
largest collections of NZ natives.

To complicate matters, we also aim on having a large
proportion of this collection from a sourced location.
The collection can then be used for scientific, conserva-
tion or educational purposes.

This generally means collecting plant material from the
wild.

A true example of a species is at its best when growing
in the wild. Once brought into cultivation it generally
becomes easier to cultivate after the first or second
progeny. Whilst this is good for horticulture, it doesn’t
truly represent the species. An example of this could
be an alpine whipcord Hebe. Brought down to sea
level, the plants will often open out from flattened or
appressed leaves to tiny open leaves all down the
stems. This is not characteristic of the species. If you
then propagate from this material it will end up
somewhat removed from the original. The plants often
end up growing too fast as well, often flowering
themselves into an early death.

Sometimes you also get the plants adapting to the local
climate, and changing form over time.

By careful selection of plants and understanding their
requirements you can grow them successfully. Anyone
can go and dig plants up but it takes more time to
study them and keep these plants alive in cultivation,
and propagate from them.

When we are renovating an area or looking to start a
new collection we will research the plants from an area
and organise a collecting trip. An example of this
would be collecting plants endemic to Marlborough in
1995 for the new Marlborough collection.

We looked at regional plant lists and worked out
where would have the best representative plants of
that area and obtained the necessary DoC permits.

We restrict our collecting to seed and small quantities
of cuttings. We have found that by collecting cuttings
and wrapping them up in spaghnum moss then
sealing into plastic bags we are able to keep these

cuttings fresh for up to two weeks. We store the
cuttings in a cool place, either in chilly bins or in the
shade until we can get them home. The seed are dried
out at night and packaged into small plastic bags and
also kept cool.

By far the most important part of these expeditions is
studying the environment that these plants grow in
and learning about the conditions that would be best
suited for planting them, if we are successful in
growing them on. Notes are taken on the altitude,
aspect and fellow companions that the plants associate
with. This, I think is the most important part of being
successful when placing plants back at Otari. If you
don’t know much about the plant then you have to
rely on books or information from other successful
growers. This is all very well for popular growing
plants but when growing some of the more obscure
parts of the flora there is little information available.

Once arriving back with the collected material, the
cuttings are quickly processed, with most being placed
into a pumice-growing medium in our shadehouse. 1
believe that with slight modifications of the media and
the use of plastic bags for higher humidity most of the
flora can be successfully propagated. Bottom heat and
glasshouses would certainly speed the production time
of some plants but there is usually a good strike rate
without this. Again there is often little information
about some of these species so I work on the principle
that most plants will grow from semi hardwood
cuttings. There are some exceptions eg deciduous
olearias, such as Olearia hectori, respond better when
propagated as hardwood cuttings.

Seeds are chilled for a few months in the fridge, then
sown in a 50% peat/sand mix with grit placed over the
top of the seed. This is to retain the moisture and slow
the growth of liverwort. I think it also simulates the
alpine environment. I usually relate where the plant
has come from and ponder how the seed would
naturally have been dispersed and what would cause
it to germinate. If it is an alpine wind blown seed then
perhaps it would land on a shingle bed and be worked
into the gravel by rain, wind or frost where it is then
sheltered and can proceed to grow in the spring.

Once the plants have grown to a reasonable size and
have survived the nursery treatment they are ready for
the harsh reality of public life.

My philosophy here is quite simple for some plants. If
it comes from a warm northern area, it is placed with a
northern aspect of a nice warm frost-free slope. If itis a
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