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Day 1: Arrival in Wellington:  

 

Greeted by a massive eagle, at 

first I thought this was a replica 

of the extinct Haast’s eagle, a 

bird so large it would pray on the 

giant Moa bird (btw: one of the 

closest relatives is the small 

neotropical Tinamou!). It was 

only when I paid closer attention 

that I spotted a figure riding it: 

Gandalf. Welcome to the Middle 

Earth ... 

As I took the bus to enter the city 

centre, I would start observing the 

very low houses that were built (this is due to New Zealand’s seismic activity and I was about to hear 

a lot about earth quakes later on) and the plants growing in people’s gardens. At this time of the year 

the Pohutukawa (Metrosideros excelsa) were just about to start flowering. It would be another few 

weeks before I would be able to see them in full bloom. Many classic horticultural attractive plants 

such as hibiscus, hydrangea, roses and agapanthus would quickly prove to be everyone’s favourite 

but every now and then I would spot a different figure I didn’t know yet. A Meryta in the Araliaceae 

family or maybe one of those weird genera you never seen over in England like Griselinia a strange 

member of the Cornaceae family?  Oh yes at this time I should mention I had been warned that the 

kiwi usually communicate using the common names of plants ... This would complicate things for me 

as I would have to learn double the amount of names ! 

I arrived in town only to find the streets empty. Half past ten. I knew it was Sunday but I was 

expecting to see a few more folks. I asked a waitress, who was setting the tables of a café, if it was 

holiday time and people had deserted the city. She nodded and explained last night had been quite 

festive so people were staying in. Wellington is a relatively small town and even more when 

considering it is the capital. I needed to get hold of a SIM card for my phone and grab lunch before 

searching for the accommodation I was going to stay at: Te Puni village, a student residence located 

at the top of the tallest hill, just next to Victoria University. Lucky for me there was a cable car going 

up and I was able to jump on and admire the view. Within no time I got to the top and reached the 

Figure 1 : Suspended eagle in Wellington airport 



entrance of the Wellington Botanic Garden just next to the Cable car Museum. I had a meeting 

planned there later on during the week so even though the temptation to just go and have a wonder 

round was tough to resist, I felt I better needed to find this accommodation first. 

I arrived at Te Puni and was greeted by a fellow compatriot, Josh from Lincolnshire who set me up in 

a quiet room on the top floor.  

The afternoon was just starting and I couldn’t really feel my body anymore. It had gotten lost a few 

time zones back. I figured the best thing to do was just stay up and wonder round town to get my 

marks. So I decided to walk back down the hill and get lost through the streets until I would hit the 

water front. Nothing better than getting lost to find your way  

From there I would find Te Papa Museum, the most important museum about New Zealand’s history, 

flora, fauna and art. I was going to have a meeting there on Thursday with Heidi Meudt (Myosotis 

specialist) and Antony Kusabs (Curator of the herbarium collections).  

After visiting the museum I decided to get some supplies for the time being and went to grab some 

food at the local supermarket before hitting the Fish N’ Chip shop for supper. New Zealand culture 

might have a lot in common with England but they don’t have malt vinegar or mushy peas like we do. 

I then headed back to the accommodation for a well deserved rest and prepare for my first day of 

work the next morning. 

 

Day 2: Seed Bank training (theory) 

I woke up early that day to catch the bus to Otari Wilton’s Bush Native Botanic Garden. I had signed 

up to participate in a 2 day workshop with the New Zealand Indigenous Flora Seed Bank (NZIFSB). 

This seed bank is one of the many partners of Kew’s Millennium Seed Bank. It is a recent project co-

managed between Massey University, the Department of Conservation (DOC), AgResearch, Landcare 

Research and the New Zealand Plant Conservation Network (NZPCN) and was set up in October 2013. 

The workshop started off with a presentation from Craig McGill, a Research Officer at Massey 

University: 

The NZIFSB has 4 main groups they focus on for seed collecting:  

-Myrtaceae : Mainly due to the potential 

spreading of myrtle rust (a fungal pathogen 

originally from South America), and the 

effect it can have on Manuka 

(Leptospermum scoparium), other species in 

the Myrtaceae family such as Kunzea and 

Metrosideros. These economically 

important species will be under threat if the 

fungal disease spreads through New 

Zealand. 

-Alpine Flora and Forget-me-nots: Many 

alpine habitats are vulnerable to climate 

change and degradation and little is known 

about the seed biology of New Zealand’s alpine flora. Myosotis has the highest proportion of 

Figure 2 : The Leonard Cockayne Centre at Otari Wilon’s Bush. 
Formely the old Curator’s house, it was renovated to 
accommodate seminars and meetings. 



threatened species over any other genus in New Zealand and is therefore an important component 

of the country’s flora (H.Meudt 2015). 

-Legumes: New Zealand is relatively poor in legumes compared 

to other regions of the world with only 5 genera: Canavalia, 

Carmichaelia, Clianthus, Montigena and Sophora and a total of 

36 species. All of the species are endemic except for Canavalia 

rosea which can also be found in Australia.  

-Podocarps and trees of the forest: These include large trees 

such as Kauri (Agathis australis) Rimu (Dacridium cupressinum) 

but also smaller trees likes Tawapu (Planchonella costata) in the 

Sapotaceae familly or Alectryon excelsus in the Sapindaceae 

family. New Zealand has about 676 woody plant species 

(including 39 vines), with about 252 trees and shrubs and 7 

vines assessed as threatened (NZPCN). 

The purpose of these workshops is to bring new partners to the project, whether professionals, 

amateurs or stakeholders to get involved with seed collecting. Seed banking is a relatively low cost 

and efficient way to actively conserve flora in ex-situ sites. The collections focus on threatened or 

rare species due to their status, but also more common species, as future threats might arise in the 

near future. 

The second part of the training was given by Jessica Schnell, the Seed Bank coordinator at Massey 

University and focused on seed physiology, timing for collection and storage. This part is tailored so 

that the teams are aware of environmental conditions that will affect the seeds and allow making 

good collections of viable seeds that will last long when stored in the Seed Bank. An account of our 

training is mentioned in the latest edition of the journal Trilepidia (n.157). 

More information on the NZIFSB can be found at: 

http://www.nzpcn.org.nz/page.aspx?conservation_seedbank  

https://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/learning/colleges/college-of-sciences/research/agriculture-

environment-research/plant-sciences/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank/new-zealand-

indigenous-flora-seed-bank_home.cfm  

 

Day 3: Seed Bank training (practical) 

On this third day, we returned to Otari Wilton’s Bush for a 

practical session. Otari Wilton’s Bush is a public botanic garden 

dedicated to native plants. It is managed by Wellington City 

Council and has around 1200 species, hybrids and cultivars from 

the subantarctic islands in the south to Cape Reinga and islands in 

the north. It is free of entrance and actively participates in 

conservation of the native flora of New Zealand. The garden was 

established in 1926 by Dr. Leonard Cockayne and JG MacKenzie 

with the objective to conserve the native forest and cultivate 

Figure 4 : Leptospermum scoparium (Manuka)  

Figure 3 : Carmichaelia species with minute 
and exquisite flowers 

http://www.nzpcn.org.nz/page.aspx?conservation_seedbank
https://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/learning/colleges/college-of-sciences/research/agriculture-environment-research/plant-sciences/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank_home.cfm
https://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/learning/colleges/college-of-sciences/research/agriculture-environment-research/plant-sciences/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank_home.cfm
https://www.massey.ac.nz/massey/learning/colleges/college-of-sciences/research/agriculture-environment-research/plant-sciences/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank/new-zealand-indigenous-flora-seed-bank_home.cfm


plants from all over New Zealand to teach the people. The collections are mainly from wild collected 

material with detailed information for each collection.  

Our group was composed of about 13 people and was lead by Rewi Eliot, the manager of Otari 

Wilton’s Bush. Rewi would walk us through the 100+ha of native forest and explain to us the 

different plants we found along the way. We saw many unique plants, such as the large Proteaceae 

trees Knightia excelsa, the only species of passionflower Passiflora tetrandra, and some beautiful 

ferns like Leptopteris hymenophylloides. This was ideal to practice our newly acquired knowledge and 

skills on some fresh seeds. 

We decided to collect Brachyglottis repanda, a large Asteraceae shrub with many fruits available. 

Before collecting the fruits we would observe the population and estimate its area of occupancy. It is 

important to select from 

healthy individuals spread as 

far as possible from each other 

to maximize genetic diversity. 

As we filled the cotton bags 

with the fruits, we would make 

sure to tag them, take a 

herbarium voucher and GPS 

coordinates from the site. 

When a sufficient quantity of 

seeds has been collected, a cut 

test should be performed on a 

few seeds to estimate if they 

are ripe enough and will make a 

good collection. A good 

collection should be around 10,000 seeds.  

Because Brachyglottis repanda seeds are relatively small it is hard to perform a good cut test in the 

field and instead we took them back to the lab to do under a USB microscope. These microscopes can 

magnify up to 250x with a good 

image quality and are very 

affordable (ca.£ 40).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 : The group using a USB microscope to dissect and assess seed maturity 

Figure 6 : Myosotidium hortensium (Chatham Island forget-me-not). 
Although successful in horticulture, this species is threatened in its 
wild coastal habitat due to competition with introduced species. 



Day 4: Seed Banking, the real deal!   

On this day I was able to join Rewi Eliot on a 

collecting trip in the lower part of the Tararua 

Ranges to find the rare Brachyglottis kirkii, an 

epiphytic shrub in the daisy family. The population 

is scattered throughout the North Island but is 

seriously declining. The previous attempts at 

cultivation have failed until a new method was 

discovered: the plants are grown in segments of 

tree fern trunk. This mimics the epiphytic conditions 

the plant is used to grow in. The technique has been 

working well so far and further studies were about 

to be carried out by Alex, a PhD student at Victoria 

University. 

The population we were going to collect had been 

spotted previously by some rangers of the Department of Conservation (DOC) in an open and dry 

lower montane forest, but it was not in fruit at the time. Upon our arrival, we were able to find the 

plants but strangely the majority of the fruits were not yet ripe which is inconsistent with 

phenological data gathered so far, listing the fruiting period of this species as August - October. 

 

Day 5: Field trip preparation 

It was time to start getting prepared for our upcoming 

Myosotis field trip! It was going to last 6 days and would 

take us through some of the most amazing and remote 

places of the South Island and Stewart Island. We needed 

to prepare not only provisions but also collecting material. 

This included GPS, ziplock bags with silica gel to take DNA 

samples, Herbarium material to take voucher specimens 

and of course detailed maps to find the populations.  

I headed to Te Papa Museum to meet up with Heidi and 

get the equipment sorted. After this I would spend the 

afternoon in the herbarium with Anthony Kusabs, Curator 

of the collections, carefully studying specimens that we 

were going to look for, their characteristics and their 

locations. 

I also looked at other species that occurred in the North 

where I was going to head later on during my travel. 

Myosotis are a challenging group to study, due to the very 

small details one has to observe to distinguish species. The 

distinction is very rarely down to one character and rather 

a combination of characters. Some features you must take into account are distribution, ecology, size 

Figure 7 : Brachyglottis kirkii, named after Thomas Kirk, a 
famous NZ botanist of the 19

th
 century. 

Figure 8 : The author studying specimens of Myosotis in 
Te Papa Museum Herbarium. 
Photo credit: Carlos Lehnebach 



and habit, indumentum (hairs), morphology of the calyx, whether the 

inflorescence has bracts or not and even the pollen morphology. 

But the rewards of this hard work are well worth the effort: The 

ancient origin of this genus (ca. 20 million years ago) and wide 

distribution (Eurasia, North and South America, Africa, Australasia) 

has led to a great variety of species (ca. 100 spp.) occupying different 

habitats including coastal cliffs, woodlands, sand dunes, meadows, 

marshes, stream banks and rocky slopes high up in the mountains. 

This ecological diversification is matched by an equally remarkable 

diversification of habit (cushion, single rosette, creeping/trailing 

stems), plant size (less than a centimetre to up to 40 cm height), and 

vegetative (leaf shape, indumentum type) and reproductive 

characters (white, yellow, brown-bronze, blue flowers and automatic 

selfing and out-crossing species) (C.A. Lehnebach 2012). 

New Zealand is a centre of diversification for Myosotis with 

approximately 40 species, most of them being endemic and under a 

certain level of threat due to human activities, habitat loss, climate 

change, and invasive species. It has the largest proportion of threatened species over any other 

genus in New Zealand and is therefore an important component of the country’s flora. (H.Meudt 

2015 

 

Day 6: Visiting Wellington Botanic Garden 

This day I met again with Rewi Eliot who had kindly offered to give me a guided tour through 

Wellington Botanic Garden and an insight on the management of the 4 different sites that are 

supervised by the Parks Department of Wellington City Council: the Botanic Garden, Otari Wilton’s 

Bush, Bolton Street Cemetery and Truby King Park. 

Wellington Botanic Garden is a public garden open 24h all year round. It is located in the heart of 

Wellington, on top of a tall hill which you can access by lovely historic cable car. The site is of historic 

importance as it was established in the early 1860’s and served for the introduction of many 

economical and ornamental 

plants. Today the garden covers 

around 25ha and even has an 

observatory on the top of the 

hill. The garden has a modern 

visitor centre where public can 

read and learn about many 

stories that link Wellington’s 

horticultural history with New 

Zealand’s unique flora. One 

small display feature 

Tradescantia beetles (genus 

Lema and Neolema species) that 

Figure 10 : Views from the water feature with the Visitor Centre up in the 
background 

Figure 9 : Myosotis macrantha, one of the 
largest and most conspicuous species with dark 
bronze flowers 
Photo credit: Carlos Lehnebach 



are currently being tested for their use in controlling Tradescantia which is a massive weed problem 

through New Zealand. This is part of a larger scale in house production of Integrated Pest 

Management (IPM) plan held by the Botanic Garden. 

The garden used to host Wellington Zoo but it later moved to the outskirt of Wellington’s green belt. 

It was replaced by a children’s play area. More recently the garden is developing a Children’s Garden 

which will offer many more possibilities of interacting with local schools and educating the younger 

generations.  

One of the main features is the Rose Garden which contains over 300 varieties of roses. The varieties 

have been selected 

throughout the years for 

their colours of course but 

also because they could 

resist sufficiently well to 

natural diseases and 

predators. Indeed the 

Botanic Garden does not 

spray the rose collection 

and has greatly reduced 

the use of phytosanitary 

products.   

In 1992 the Government 

established the biosecurity 

rules for importing live 

material into the country. 

New plant material was no 

longer allowed to be introduced to the country except if it had historic records of cultivation in New 

Zealand before 1992. This greatly impacted the horticultural trade business as plant breeders and 

nurseries had to do deal with what they had at the time and couldn’t innovate as much as before. 

 

 

Day 7: An old friend in Rimutaka forest 

Harry was an old friend of mine that I met back in France. He 

had travelled extensively through many places in Europe and 

South America and was a keen naturalist. He had recently 

moved to New Zealand for his studies in Wildlife 

Conservation. We decided to meet up to explore together the 

Beach forests of Rimutaka and the Orongorongo river. 

New Zealand has 5 species of southern beech which 

constitute one of the largest remaining indigenous forest 

types. To themselves they form about a third (2 out of 6 

million ha) of the remaining forest in New Zealand and play an 

important part in the ecosystem as many life forms depend 

Figure 11 : Lady Norwood Rose Garden 

Figure 12 : Silver Beech forest in Rimutaka 



on them for food and protection.  

The biodiversity under these forests is not as high as in 

the northern broadleaf Podocarp forests but one feels 

an intense sensation of harmony in these calms and 

clear forests. In Rimutaka the main constituent of these 

woods is the classic silver beech (Lophozonia menziesii) 

which is usually found more often in the South Island 

but here, on these cool swept elevations, it has found a 

perfect spot. We also found many ferns, including my 

all-time favourite: the kidney-fern, Cardiomanes 

reniforme!  

New Zealand is home to around 200 species of fern 

with around 40% of them being endemic. They range 

from the giant tree ferns such as the black tree fern 

(Cyathea medularis) that can reach 20m high, to the 

tiny filmy ferns (Hymenophyllum spp.) just 20 mm long. 

 

 

 

 

As we progressed through the forest, we observed a changing of 

vegetation with many epiphytic plants growing on the trees. I was 

not expecting to see so many as this is usually characteristic of 

tropical forests. But indeed many groups of plants in New Zealand 

belong to tropical affiliated families such as the Kiekie (Freycinetia 

banksii in the Pandanaceae family) able to climb tens of meters high 

on the trunks of the tall Rimu (Dacridium cupressinum), or the 

supplejack vines (Ripogonum scandens closely related to Smilax) 

extending their tips over the Kohekohe (Dysoxylum spectabile in the 

Meliaceae family). 

The sounds of the birds echoed through the leaves and every now 

and then a Tui would pass by with its two white pectoral feathers 

proudly sticking out and its head covered in pollen from a nearby flax 

(Phormium spp.). These birds are astonishing in their ability to produce different sound wavelengths 

which give some of the most beautiful melodies I have ever heard. 

 

Day 8: One flew over the Kiwi’s nest 

It was Sunday and the time had come for us to depart from Wellington and fly down south to 

Invercargill from where we would base our operations. As I left Harry’s house for the airport, I 

realized I hadn’t prepared any extra footwear for Stewart Island! Indeed Heidi had warned me that 

the weather would probably be rough and that we were going to have to put up with frequent rain, 

cold winds and heavy mud ... Deep joy for someone like me who was looking forward to leaving cold 

Figure 13: Cardiomanes reniforme with its 
freshly unrolled new leaves 

Figure 14 : A beautiful specimen of Aseroe 
rubra fungus about to open! 



and grey London to come to summer time in New Zealand! I was able to pick up a pair of Wellington 

boots from Otari and get back to the airport on time for my flight. When I arrived, Heidi and Antony 

were waiting for me and looked surprised that I had chosen these boots to go trekking on Stuart 

Island. I shall explain why later in the trip ... 

As we arrived in Invercargill we picked up a rental car from the airport and drove to the 

accommodation Heidi had reserved for us to stay in. We were going to spend the next day botanising 

in the area and would leave the unnecessary gear in the house to take only the strict minimum with 

us onto the island as we were limited to 15kg of luggage with us on the small aircraft that would fly 

us there.  

 

Day 9: The most Southern point 

That morning I met with the rest of the team:  

-John Barkla: Senior Partnerships Ranger for the Department 

of Conservation in Dunedin and was previously a botanist for 

the Otago region.  

-Brian Rance: Technical Advisor – Ecology and Ecosystem for 

DOC. 

-Mike Thornsen: Botanist and ecologist who also used to work 

for DOC. He is currently a director of ERA Environment 

Solutions NZ Ltd. Mike is a founder and major driver of 

Endangered Species Foundation New Zealand. 

We were going to visit three sites to look for Myosotis rakiura, 

a small coastal species classified as at risk. The sites had 

already been spotted by John, Brian and Mike and they would 

guide us to them.  

The first site was Bluff and Stirling Point, nicely marked by one 

of those sign posts with names of foreign Capitals and their distances. Along the way we saw many 

very interesting plants such as the tree fuchsia (Fuchsia excorticata) growing happily along the path, 

swept by the ocean wind. Gunnera monoica, a tiny species of Gunnera growing as ground cover in 

shady spots. And even the pygmy sundew (Drosera pygmaea) which is nationally vulnerable. As we 

walked to the most exposed point of the rocky 

outcrop, we found out first population of 

forget-me-nots. They were everywhere! What 

a fantastic moment it was for our first 

collection to find so many individuals, we didn’t 

know where to start! The first thing was to 

observe the extent of the population and 

estimate the spread to be able to collect from 

individuals as far spread out as possible to 

capture maximum genetic diversity. As Antony 

Figure 15 : Myosotis rakiura with its tightly packed 
inflorescence and thick fleshy leaves 

Figure 16 : Drosera pygmea can easily fit on one’s fingernail 



and Heidi took care of collecting DNA samples, Brian and John would start counting the number of 

individuals to have an estimate of the population and asses it’s status.  

The second site was Curio Bay, the most southern point of New Zealand’s mainland. It is also well 

know for a petrified forest dating back to the Jurassic Period around 180 million years ago. Here we 

found another large population of M.rakiura 

growing in a community with Apium 

prostratum, Gentianella saxosa, Asplenium 

obtusatum and several species of grass. 

As we continued collecting, I was observing the 

characteristics of this species which really stood 

out compared to the associated vegetation: the 

leaves are large and fleshy compared to thin or 

inrolled leaves of the grasses or dry and 

leathery blades of the ferns. The population had 

many seedlings popping up here and there 

which was a good sign yet the plants themselves 

are relatively short lived. They do not like 

competition, more precisely root competition. 

The specimens could be found fully exposed to 

the sun or in a sheltered position with little 

sunshine but always with clear soil around them 

and no other plant interfering.  The 

inflorescence is densely clustered to help 

protect against the wind and in this point I was 

particularly intrigued: what pollinates it? The 

winds here were so strong that it would be almost impossible for a flying insect to maintain a 

controlled flight. Could it be a small terrestrial insect? It is still undocumented.  

Our third and last site was under the tall cliffs of 

Purakaunui. Here again we observed some beautiful 

species along the path, including the giant seaweed 

(Durvillea antartica), some Celmisia along with Veronica 

elliptica (formerly Hebe) and even a small Colobanthus! 

This last genus is part of the Caryophyllaceae family and 

is rich in species forming tuft and dense cushions. It is 

best known for its species C.quitensis which is one out 

of two species of flowering plants known to occur down 

in Antarctica.  

  

Figure 17 : Environment for M.rakiura : steep rocky cliff with 
low competition and lots of wind ! 

Figure 18 : A new friend met on the beach Figure 19 : John taking on the highest cliffs 



Day 10: Stewart Island / Rakiura 

As we woke up early that morning to bring back the car to the airport, the excitement was building 

up to its climax. We were about to board onto a small charter aircraft (the type you usually see in 

Indian Jones films!) that would fly us over to Stewart Island. There we would spend the next 3 days 

hiking through the coast and the forest to look for more populations of Myosotis rakiura but also a 

new species: Myosotis tenericaulis, a very 

rare species found in forest areas and 

riparian conditions.  

As we landed on the beach of Masson 

Bay, the dramatic scenery shifted from a 

distant landscape in the airplane to a 

very windy reality. We started walking to 

our first site along the coast to reach the 

first population of M.rakiura. It was 

another great collection as this 

population was very widespread with 

individuals in different habitats to what 

we had observed previously: some were growing in very sheltered positions amongst the shrubs 

slightly inland. These individuals were larger and had a more erect habit. Some were even covered 

with grasses next to them. It was quite intriguing to compare these different habits and growing 

conditions. As we progressed along the beach, we found some tiny plants growing half buried under 

the sand: Geranium sessiliflorum var. arenarium, Pimelea lyallii, Lobelia arenaria, Ophioglossum 

coriaceum and even New Zealand’s very own species of mint, Mentha cunninghamii.  

Figure 21 : Top left, Geranium sessiliflorum var arenarium. Top right, Pimelea lyallii.  
                    Bottom left, Lobelia arenaria. Bottom right, Gentianella saxosa 

Figure 20 : Antony Kusabs and Heidi Meudt landing on Doughboy 
bay 



As we ventured inland and started walking along the coastal path that lead up to the forest, we saw 

our very first orchids! Pterostylis, Corybas, Aprostylis and even epiphytic Earina and Dendrobium 

growing on a Southern rata (Metrosideros umbelatta) in full bloom. Unfortunately, this is when I 

realized what type of boots I had borrowed from Rewi’s office; they were steel cap toe boots! I was 

going to have to walk for 3 days with them whether I liked it or not. 

After about 10 hours walking through the forest we finally reached Doughboy Bay and found the 

small hut built their by the Department of Conservation for trampers and hunters. Stewart Island has 

a huge population of white tail deer which were introduced in 1905 from Hampshire. It is not 

uncommon to find hunters spend up to 6 months on the island living of their catch.  

As the sun was setting on the beach, I would imagine the first populations of Maori that lived on the 

island. They would hunt the flightless birds like the strange Kakapo parrot and the kiwi, or harvest 

any sea food from the shore. The ocean surrounding the island is notorious for its sea leopards and 

shark population that prey on the sea lions and penguins that reproduce at shore. 

  

Figure 22 : Top left, Pterostylis cf. australis Top right, Corybas oblongus 
   Bottom left, Aprostylis bifolia. Bottom right, Earina mucronata 



Day 11: Top of the bog 

We set off early that morning for another 10 hours of hiking over the hills of Rakeahua. These hills 

reach around 400 m high but exhibit the most spectacular vegetation. Once arrived at the highest 

point, we observed the breath taking views.  

These open habitats are saturated with water and it feels like walking on a carpet of water when 

stepping on the moss and sphagnum that cover the area.  

We saw 3 more species of Drosera: D.spathulata, D.arcturi and D.stenopetala as well as other 

oddities such as the lovely Gleichenia and Stycherus ferns.  

Figure 23 : Views over Rakeahua 

Figure 24 : Drosera spathulata Figure 25 : Sticherus cunninghamii named after English 
botanist Allan Cunningham 



We then commenced our descent towards the forest in 

search of the elusive Myosotis tenericaulis. The spots it had 

been seen in previously had been reported by Hugh Wilson 

a very prolific botanist who has worked extensively 

throughout New Zealand and in Rakiura in particular. The 

descriptions were very precise which gave us good 

confidence in finding the populations. The plant was said to 

grow along small streams in forest areas along with another 

very rare plant: Ourisia modesta a Plantaginaceae. Heidi 

had worked on the genus Ourisia during her studies and 

had never seen this particular species so we were very 

excited to look for these two wonderful plants growing 

together in the same habitat. We were getting towards the 

end of the day and had still found nothing. We were getting 

worried that the small populations had disappeared when suddenly we heard a call from John: I 

found them! He had walked off the path by accident and stumbled behind a bush with a small clear 

patch and there it was Myosotis tenericaulis!  

 

Day 12: After sales service 

After having collected so much material we needed to process it. This is the less glamorous side of 

the field trip but the most crucial part of all scientific study. As we flew back to Invercargill and 

arrived at base camp, we unpacked the herbarium material to aerate the specimens and change the 

paper. We had also collected some whole plants to keep them alive and take them back to Te Papa 

to take professional quality photos of their 

different parts. We continued late that night 

and packed our gear for the flight back to 

Wellington the next day. 

 

Day 13-18: The far North 

It was time for me to explore the North Island 

and the luxuriant forests of Waima and 

Waipoua. These forests are home to the 

giants of New Zealand: the Kauri trees 

(Agathis australis). One of the most 

impressive specimen is Tane Mahuta, a 2000 

years old Kauri over 51m high. The Maori 

legend says Ranginui the sky father and 

Papatuanuku the earth mother were bound 

together with their infants held between 

them in a world of darkness. One day their 

strongest son, Tane Mahuta, used his strong 

Figure 26 : Myosotis tenericaulis 

Figure 27 : Tane Mahuta, the tallest remaining Kauri 



legs to separate his parents and allow light to penetrate, giving birth to all life on Earth. This tree is 

the symbol of Tane Mahuta using his strong legs (trunk) to reach from the Earth to the sky. 

I had organized to meet up with Stephen King, a conservationist in charge of the Waipoua Forest 

Trust and the Millennium Kauri Forest Project. “The Trust is both an active conservator and advocate 

for survival of the unique ancient kauri forest that has its origins 230 million-years-ago in 

Gondwanaland”. For the past 20 years, Stephen has been actively engaged in developing a number 

of projects to engage the public, the government and the local Iwi (Maori tribe) in protecting and 

restoring the Waipoua forest and the 

Kauri trees. One of the main goals is to 

eliminate pests such as Possums, Rats, 

Ferrets and other mustelidae. These 

animals decimate native bird 

populations and greatly reduce 

recruitment of young trees by eating 

the seeds. They are also carriers of 

diseases like Kauri dieback (Phytophtora 

agathicida) which can cause a rapid 

death of the giant Kauri. To this day 

there are no known remedies to this 

disease. Trials have been tested on 

Phosphite injection but do not eliminate 

the fungus. 

Invasive plants species like Mexican fleabane (Erigeron karvinskianus), Krauss’s spikemoss 

(Selaginella kraussiana), Wild ginger (Hedychium gardnerianum) and Pampas grass (Cortaderia 

selloana) are rapid colonisers and take over the niches of rare species. Because lowland Myosotis 

species typically grow on restricted bluff and talus slope habitats that are highly vulnerable to weed 

invasion, they are generally threatened. I was about to find out how bad the situation was. 

Stephen was showing me a valley of farmland he had restored by using Manuka as nursery shrubs 

with the help of the local community and volunteers. We also drove down the part of the highway 12 

that leads to the forest and hides many botanical wonders such as one of the smallest orchids in the 

world, Bulbophyllum pygmaeum, or even the forked sundew, Drosera binata.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28 : Stephen King watering young Kauri trees  

Figure 30 : Bulbophyllum pygmaeum with Stephen’s 
thumb for scale ! 

Figure 29 : Dracophyllum sp. 



My plan was to drive through 

Waipoua forest and towards Waima to 

look for potential sites where I would 

find Myosotis. Waima is the highest 

elevation point in the North Island, 

reaching over 780m and is home to 

many rare plant species. The rapid 

elevation from sea level and the 

orientation of the mountains provides 

many different microclimates and 

ecological features for a variety of 

plants. There I found Dawsonia 

superba, the tallest moss in the world 

and measured specimens up to 50 cm 

in length. Lycopodium deuterodensum 

was another botanical treasure that I 

stumbled upon with its upright stems 

up to 1m high!  

But I could not find any Myosotis in 

these areas; the niches had been 

totally taken over by invasive weeds. 

For three days I searched the forests, 

from the highest elevation right down 

to sea level where the land joins the 

ocean at Opononi but no Forget-me-

nots were to be found.  

 

Day 19-20: Auckland Botanic Garden 

I had arrived in the country’s largest city. Auckland has over 1.5 million habitats which represents one 

third of the country’s population. The Botanic Garden is relatively young as it was opened in 1982. It 

covers approximately 64ha with 10ha of native forest. There I met with Rebecca Stanley, Curator, 

and Emma Bodley, Botanical Records and Conservation Officer. I was able to visit the Native Plant 

collection which comprises many subdivisions such as the Threatened Native Plant Collection, the 

Phlax Collection or The Native Forest Trail with great identification point for the public. 

The garden is very engaged in communicating and interacting with the public and has many ways of 

doing so: At the time of the year I arrived there was an exhibition on Dinosaurs that lead children all 

around the garden on the search on the dinosaur’s footprints. One of the main trails lead to the 

Potter Children’s Garden which demonstrates ways of collecting rain-water, growing living green 

roofs and treatment of stormwater as well as being a fantastic play area for children. 

  

Figure 31 : Views from Waima 

Figure 32 : Views over Opononi 



The Garden also has a great variety of plants 

(more than 10 000 taxa) including the 

Gondwana arboretum, a Palm collection and 

an African Plants collection all with many 

amazing specimens such as Quillaja saponaria 

(Quillajaceae mainly found in South America) 

an early derived member the Fabales order in 

the Nitrogen fixing clade.  

 

Day 21: The long white cloud 

The time had come for me to leave New Zealand. I felt sad. Not because everyone there was going to 

spend Christmas on the beach with a barbecue but because I knew I was leaving a part of my heart 

behind.  

Aotearoa, the land of the long white cloud, had allowed me to explore the most amazing habitats 

with a dazzling variety of life forms. From the very South to the far North, I had witnessed how very 

fragile this life can be and how important it is to conserve it. 

 

I would like to thank all the people above mentioned, who helped me along my trip, with a special 

thanks to Heidi Meudt for allowing me to participate in the field trip to Rakiura and also to Stephen 

King who welcomed me and gave me a profound understanding of Conservation. 

I would like to thank the Merlin Trust for helping fund this travel scholarship. 

  

Figure 33 : Dinosaur exhibition in the Visitor Centre 

Figure 35 : Quillaja saponaria flower Figure 34 : Entrance to the Potter Children’s Garden 



Costs and Expenditures: 

Detail Cost Total 
Transport Flights return to New Zealand: £899.95 

Flights From Wellington to Stuart Island: £ 452.43 
Boat from Rakeahua hut to Oban: £ 38.52 
Flight from Wellington to Auckland: £ 79.95 
Transport in Wellington(including to airport): £ 52.30 
Transport in Auckland (including airport): £ 56 
Contribution to petrol: £ 30 

1609.15 

Food Overall food:  £ 385 385 

Accommodation Wellington: Te Puni Village £ 320 
DOC Hut Tickets: £ 12.32 
Camping Grounds: £ 33.60 
Auckland: YHA Hostel £ 119.95 

485.87 

Gifts Kew Books: £ 45 45 

Additional Sim Card: £ 14 
Batteries for GPS and head torch: £ 11.20 

25.20 

Total  £ 2550.22 
 

  



References: 

Anon, (2017). [online] Available at: http://www.endangeredspecies.org.nz/  [Accessed 3 Feb. 2017]. 

Auckland Botanic Gardens. (2017). Auckland Botanic Gardens. [online] Available at: 

http://www.aucklandbotanicgardens.co.nz/  [Accessed 4 Feb. 2017]. 

Doc.govt.nz. (2017). The Dirty Dozen: War on Weeds. [online] Available at: 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/our-work/war-on-weeds/the-dirty-dozen/  [Accessed 6 Feb. 2017]. 

Doc.govt.nz. (2017). Pests and threats: Nature. [online] Available at: 

http://www.doc.govt.nz/nature/pests-and-threats/  [Accessed 6 Feb. 2017]. 

Eraecology.co.nz. (2017). About Us • ERA Ecology. [online] Available at: 

http://www.eraecology.co.nz/about-us/  [Accessed 2 Feb. 2017]. 

Kauri Dieback Disease (2017). KEEP KAURI STANDING. [online] Kauridieback.co.nz. Available at: 

http://www.kauridieback.co.nz/kauri-dieback  [Accessed 5 Feb. 2017]. 

Schnell J., 2017: From giant buttercups to vegetable sheep - endemic alpines of New Zealand are a 

conservation priority. Samara (n°30) p.6-7.  

Schnell J. & Mcgill C., 2016: NZIFSB Wellington workshop. Trilepidia (n°157) p.11. 

SMITH, S. (2017). Five years on and diseased kauri injected with phosphite are growing strong. 

[online] Stuff. Available at: http://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/89085676/five-years-on-and-

diseased-kauri-injected-with-phosphite-are-growing-strong  [Accessed 2 Feb. 2017]. 

Waipoua.nz. (2017). Waipoua Trust | turangawaewae o kauri. [online] Available at: 

http://waipoua.nz/  [Accessed 4 Feb. 2017]. 

Wellington.govt.nz. (2017). Enjoy the outdoors - Otari-Wilton's Bush - Wellington City Council. 

[online] Available at: http://wellington.govt.nz/recreation/enjoy-the-outdoors/gardens/otariwiltons-

bush  [Accessed 3 Feb. 2017]. 

 

http://www.endangeredspecies.org.nz/
http://www.aucklandbotanicgardens.co.nz/
http://www.doc.govt.nz/our-work/war-on-weeds/the-dirty-dozen/
http://www.doc.govt.nz/nature/pests-and-threats/
http://www.eraecology.co.nz/about-us/
http://www.kauridieback.co.nz/kauri-dieback
http://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/89085676/five-years-on-and-diseased-kauri-injected-with-phosphite-are-growing-strong
http://www.stuff.co.nz/environment/89085676/five-years-on-and-diseased-kauri-injected-with-phosphite-are-growing-strong
http://waipoua.nz/
http://wellington.govt.nz/recreation/enjoy-the-outdoors/gardens/otariwiltons-bush
http://wellington.govt.nz/recreation/enjoy-the-outdoors/gardens/otariwiltons-bush

