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"Th~redis 

dusk, the green 

gnarled forms, in bare ratJ,......._ 

clutching at the earth, knotting 

on the cliff face, in tortured 

branches, dark against the 

washed sky." 
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Pohutuk:awa (Metrosideros excelsa Sol. ex Gaertn.) is one of 

the best-known and best-loved native trees in New 

Zealand. Endemic to this country, it is a distinctive multi­

stemmed tree up to 25 m high, and is found mainly along 

the coastal fringe, often on rocky cliffs, throughout the 

northern half of the North Island. Pohutukawa once 

formed an almost continuous belt of forest around 

New Zealand's northern coasts. Its spectacular and profuse 

crimson flowers are formed during the summer in the 

period coinciding with Christmas holidays. The first 

European settlers used it to decorate their homes at 

Christmas time, the dark green leaves and red flowers 

forming a substitute for holly. It has since been accorded 

iconic status and is now regarded as New Zealand's 

Christmas tree. 

Maori people regard pohutukawa as a sacred tree, one of 

the rakau rangatira (chiefly trees) that feature prominently 

in their history and legends. Many existing pohutukawa 

trees are tapu (sacred), some marking the burial sites of 

ancestors. A tree at Te Reinga, the northern tip of Cape 

Reinga, has great significance in Maori mythology. The 

spirits of the dead are said to descend through its branches 

and entwined roots as they begin their journey back to 

the homeland of Hawaiiki. 

Pohutukawa had many uses for early Maori and European 

settlers. Leaves and bark were gathered for a variety of 

medicinal purposes, and the potential of its strong durable 

timber was soon realised. In the early days of colonisation, 

shiploads of pohutukawa timber were exported, and the 

magnificent coastal stands were severely depleted. 

Fires and land clearing for settlement and pastoral farming 

along the coast contributed to the elimination of an 

estimated 90°/o of the original pohutuk:awa forest (Forest 

Research Institute 1989). The decline continues, largely 

due to browsing damage caused by the introduced brush tail 

possum. 

Over the last decade widespread concern about continued 

losses has led to increased emphasis on the planting and 

management of pohutukawa, and greater interest in the 

protection of existing trees and stands. Much of the work 

has been inspired by the Project Crimson Trust, set up 

in 1990 to provide a focus for conservation of existing 

pohutukawa and restoration of the species as 

a characteristic of the northern coast. 

Project Crimson has promoted and 

assisted large-scale community-based 

pohutukawa planting and 

protection programmes. 



Epicormic shoots 

A common characteristic of pohutukawa is the formation of epicormic 

shoots and coppice growth. The bright shiny green coppice shoots 

emerge from the base of a seedling, while epicormics arise from the 

stem and branches of older plants. Simpson (2005) suggests that 

epicormic shoot formation is related to the harshness of the open 

coastal environment. Dieback and breakage of the crown of 

pohutukawa caused by drought, frost, or animals may stimulate the 

development of buds buried in the bark, and the growth of epicormic 

shoots. Exposed stems and trunks, even of old trees, can develop 

epicormic shoots, particularly where significant pruning 

or thinning of crown foliage is carried out. 

Epicormic shoots occurring along 

an exposed branch rf a stressed 

large pohutukmva tree. 

Bright green coppice shoots from 

lower stems rf a stressed container­

grown seedling. 

Where pohutukawa seedlings have been planted on exposed open sites, crown dieback can sometimes occur 

and is often associated with coppicing from the base. 

Mature trees 

Pohutukawa usually grow to 20 m in height with trunks 

2 m in diameter (Allan 1961). Canopy spread is commonly 

around 20 m in diameter. The largest specimens, however, 

can have a crown diameter of over 50 m and can be up 

to 25m tall, with trunk diameters exceeding 3m (Gerald 

Collett, Treecare Services, pers. comm.). 

Pohutukawa form is highly variable. Typically trees are 

multi-stemmed from the base and, with age, large trees 

often become sprawling with long branches that arch 

over the ground. Where stems touch the ground, roots 

are formed. Some trees have single trunks of various 

heights. Trunks and limbs can be entwined by one or 

The distinctive large crown rf old pohutukawa) North Shore) 

Aucklanti with Rangitoto Island in the distance. 

Large mature pohutukawa hangs out over a beach where erosion from 

high seas has undermined part rf the bank. 
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more roots or stems of various dimensions and sometimes 

a mass of aerial adventitious roots develops from the 

stem or branches. 

Simpson (2005) lists several features that may account 

for the characteristic growth form: 

• Pohutukawa shoots are strongly positively phototropic, 

i.e., they grow vigorously towards the light. The leaf 

canopy is dense and, as it develops, shaded portions 

are overtopped and leaves die and fall off. 

• The stems contain bark-encased vegetative buds that 

grow into epicormic shoots after exposure to direct 

sunlight. In this way, young upright branches often 

develop from horizontal trunks. Aerial roots are also 

readily produced from stems and, once they come into 

contact with a suitable substrate, can develop very 

rapidly. 

• Pohutukawa wood is dense and heavy. Laterally extensive 

branches often bend under their own weight and may 

snap or split at the junction with another branch or the 

central bole. They often collapse on to the ground while 

still partially attached, and form new roots. Once 

a branch touches the ground, it can form new roots by 

a process known as air-layering. These characteristics 

allow a fallen tree to re-establish itself and, in 

the process, act as a land stabiliser on eroding or 

unstable sites. 
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The (Parnell pohutukawa)) planted 100 years ago in the Rose Gardens 

in central Auckland displqys a spectacular sprawling habit as numerous 

trunks loop over the ground (inset) and take root where thry come in 

contact with the soil. 

The spreading gnarled form of mature pohutukawa may 

develop in response to stimuli provided by strong winds 

and steep slopes, allowing the weight to be distributed 

over a large area. Loss of much of New Zealand's 

pohutukawa forest means that old, exceptionally large 

specimens are uncommon. A tree at Te Araroa, known 

as Te Waha 0 Rere Kohu Te Araroa, has 22 trunks and 

is thought to be one of the largest in New Zealand. It is 

estimated to be at least 600 years old, and displays a 

spreading growth habit. A tree in the Parnell Rose Gardens, 

Auckland, planted over 100 years ago, is 15 m tall and 

has a canopy that is 50 m wide. Several spreading branches 

have touched the ground and taken root. Pohutukawa 

growing in dense stands can form single and occasionally 

upright stems with small crowns. In contrast, on open 

sites - such as isolated trees on coastal farmland - trees 

can have short single trunks that support spectacularly 

large rounded crowns. 

Pohutukawa can also form one or more vine-like stems 

which hug the main trunks and large limbs, sometimes 

twisting around the trunk. Occasionally a mat of many 

smaller stems surrounds the main stem. It is not known 

what induces these extra vine-like stems to occur or 

whether they should be regarded as stems or roots. 



Pohutukawa grown in dense stands) can 

form single relativejy straight stems as small 

crowns compete for light) Tarawera Falls) 

Bqy of P lenry. 

A large spreading tree) in a paddock) with a single short trunk forming a large rounded crown) typical 

of mat!)' pohutukawa on open farmland sites) T apapakanga Regional Park) Firth of Thames. 

Branching 

Branchlets of pohutukawa are numerous and twiggy. The 

newly emerged branchlets are often covered in a white 

tomentum (mat of fine hairs), but this soon disappears. 

Two opposite branches grow from the tip of each shoot, 

resulting in a dichotomous pattern of diverging branches. 

Individual trees growing in the open are therefore almost 

perfectly dome-shaped. In a forest environment, shading 

often restricts the growth of some shoots. When only 

the upper bud of a pair develops, the tree will have a 

more upright form. 

The entire branch structure of the tree crown is visible 

from below. This is because shaded leaves do not survive 

for long periods. 

Pohutukawa characteristicallY have a dense outer crown of foliage 

and twiggy) lecifless lower crown. 
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