
 

 

 
in New Zealand have swollen underground parts, and 
those growing in Australia, Asia, S. America and S. 
Europe? 
 
We may ask how the lignotuber forms. Tracing the 
growth of a seedling would provide some answers. In 
the eucalypts the swelling begins in the stem in the 
axils of the cotyledons. There may be other 
possibilities in other Myrtaceae, Casuarinaceae, 
Proteaceae, Fabaceae, Sterculiaceae, Tremandraceae 
and Dilleniaceae, all families exhibiting this 
phenomenon. If the tubers have stem origins the 
regenerative stump is a stem. This would not be the 
only New Zealand plant with a descending stem acting 
as a root. Where does the stem end and the roots 
begin? At least the distal parts have nodules of a 
nitrogen fixer that seems to qualify them as roots. 
 
Did the nitrogen fixing ability have any bearing on the 
high fertility of the volcanic soils of the Auckland 

isthmus which grew high yielding cereal crops year 
after year? We might expect such fire ravaged soils to 
be depleted of nutrients. However, on these free 
draining soils the ash would not be carried away by 
surface wash and streams. Overseas it is now realised 
the slash and burn cultural practices are not as 
depletive as assumed because nutrients in quantity are 
retained in the charcoal. Maybe on fernland nutrients 
retained in carbonised frond bases acted as a nutrient 
sink. 
 
Vegetation with a combination of tutu (sometimes with 
koromiko also) was common elsewhere in the early 
farming days but was recorded only in passing in some 
district histories. That kind of vegetation has gone but 
maybe somewhere there is a lone tutu bush on level 
friable soil that we, or you, could excavate to give a 
subterranean glimpse that we have not yet found. We 
think our reconstruction is fairly good but would like it 
confirmed.  
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Sandspit, Kawau Bay – a hot spot for Olearia albida 
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Olearia albida Hook.f. var. albida, a member of the 
Asteraceae, grows as a shrub or small tree to 5 metres 
tall, and is one of the plants that make our northern 
coastal forest special.  It naturally ranges from North 
Cape to south of East Cape, but is very local in 
occurrence.  Olearia albida is common along this part 
of the coast (e.g. at Tapapakanga Regional Park), 
although uncommon elsewhere in Auckland region. It 
is not considered threatened, but in the Auckland 
Region the small population size places it at potential 
risk, and for that reason, on the Auckland threatened 
and uncommon vascular plant list it is classified as 
“Regionally at Risk – Sparse” (Stanley et al 2005).  
 
It is a distinctive shrub with paper-like bark that peels 
in narrow strips.  The leaves are leathery with wavy 
margins, with scattered white hairs on the upper 
surface and white tomentum on the under surface.  
These white hairs give the whole shrub a pale 
coloration that causes it to stand out from the 
surrounding vegetation.  It flowers in late autumn.   
 
My records of O. albida on the East Coast of the 
Rodney District, from the Puhoi River to Goat Island 
Beach, show that it is widely scattered along the 
coastline.  During a Bot Soc trip to Mahurangi West 
Regional Park on 19 February 2005, two gnarled old 
trees were seen on the cliff-top on the southern-most 

headland. Three widely spaced trees grow in the 
coastal vegetation between Buckletons Bay and 
Christian Bay, one can be found growing in the bush at 
Ti Point, and another in a gully on the Goat Island Bay 
walkway. 
 
The exception to this scattered distribution occurs at 
Sandspit.  While travelling by ferry from Sandspit to 
Kawau Island in the winter of 2005, I surmised that 
several pale coloured trees seen growing along the 
north side of the channel of the Matakana River were 
specimens of O. albida.  On checking this out I found 
that, at a rough count, there were at least 28 trees 
growing there.  On the cliff between Brick Bay and 
Sandspit grow another 20 or more - without being able 
to abseil it is impossible to come to a more accurate 
count.  Finally, about a hundred metres east of the last 
Sandspit bach, a large tree swoops down over the 
beach and gives a fine opportunity to check out the 
flowers in season.  
 
In the northern Rodney District I have also seen this 
plant at Atuanui (Mt Auckland), growing quite 
commonly along the Hoteo River and also near a pa 
site in the northeast section of the reserve.  There is 
an historical record of it growing on Kawau Island 
(Buchanan 1976) but there have been no recent 
sightings there. 
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