
Below you will find two accounts of this plant by different people, which show how 

research on plants and their travels can offer up different stories and approaches. 
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Also known as Lepidium frondosum, it’s known to Maori people most commonly as nau 

but also ngau, naunau and heketara. Its English name is Cook’s scurvy grass. 

As shown, it’s a medium-sized herb with longish green leaves and simple small white 

flowers. It is native to New Zealand, where it grows on both the main islands, and also 

on a number of smaller offshore islands and sea stacks. It is found on cliffs and rocky 

shores, where it is exposed to salt spray, and it really likes to grow where there are 

generous quantities of guano (sea-bird poo) as fertiliser. 

It used to be common, but more recently numbers have declined sharply, and it is now 

rare except on a few smaller islands and sea stacks. It is listed as “threatened – 

nationally endangered”. There seem to be two reasons for its decline; first  it is tasty to 

introduced grazing animals, which eat it when they can reach it, and also to introduced 

butterfly caterpillars; second that seabird numbers have also declined on the larger and 

more accessible islands due to introduced predators, especially rats (so there’s less 

guano available). Current measures to eliminate introduced rodents, which should 

increase seabird numbers again, may well help the scurvy grass too. 

On 27 October 1769, anchored in Tolaga Bay in New Zealand, Captain Cook wrote in his 

journal “the other place I landed at was the north point of the bay where I got as much 

Sellery and Scurvy grass as loaded the boat”.  

Scurvy grass? It is in fact a member of the cabbage family (Brassicaceae/Cruciferae), so 

it isn’t a grass. However, it IS an effective antiscorbutic (scurvy treatment) as it has high 

levels of vitamin C in its leaves. It was known to and eaten by Maori people for many 

years before Cook and his sailors first ate it. It is apparently a tasty salad vegetable if 

you like horseradish/wasabi; the taste is quite “hot” with a distinct tang of horseradish. 



According to scientists who analysed the leaves, the taste comes from the chemical 3-

butenyl isothiocyanate (!). 

A few New Zealand gardeners have tried to grow it. According to one gardener, it 

flourished when given an occasional spray with salty water, plus regular lavish amounts 

of chicken poo. Its seeds were even available (and may still be) from a specialist New 

Zealand garden supply firm. However, it never seems to have become popular as a 

garden herb, perhaps because of its rather exacting requirements. 

There’s an unconfirmed suggestion that someone may have tried to grow it in the UK 

once, but lack of further information suggests that the experiment was not a great 

success. Kew have a few dried examples in their herbarium, but there is no 

contemporary record of it growing or being grown in the UK. 

There are however 5 Lepidium species in the UK – where they are known as 

pepperworts, as they taste hot – which are native or at least have been here since 

antiquity, and others which have been introduced. It does not seem that Cook’s scurvy-

grass has ever been established in the UK – perhaps not surprising, given its preferred 

rather specialist habitat. 

There are successful UK scurvy-grasses however which are all effective against scurvy; 

they all come from the cabbage family and are Cochlearia species. They grow on 

seashores, cliffs, shingle and saltmarshes, as like Cook’s scurvy grass they like salt. 

Interestingly our habit of salting main roads in winter has encouraged one species – 

Danish scurvy grass, Cochlearia danica – to spread along A-roads and motorway verges 

and central reservations, and you can see its white flowers growing profusely in these 

situations – including the A169 out of Whitby. 

Rory Newman 

 

Sources  

Information about the plant, its habitat and conservation status comes from: 

Wikipedia 

New Zealand Plant Conservation Network 

Uniprot.org 

Taranaki Educational Resource Research Analysis and Information Network (Terrain.org) 

Landcare Research, Maori Plant Use (landcareresearch.co.nz) 



 

Information about growing the plant in NZ and the UK 

Plants for a Future (pfaf.org) 

Oratia Native Plant Nursery (oratianatives.co.nz) 

A linked article from Oratia, published in “The Fringe” was the source for the story about 
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Clive Stace, New Flora of the British Isles 
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On the 27th October 1769, Tolaga Bay, North Island, New Zealand, Cook recorded in his 

journal. ‘...the other place l landed at was the north point of the bay where l got as much 

Sellery and Scurvy grass as loaded the boat.’ I was intrigued as to why this event was 

important enough, to Cook, to be recorded in his journal. In addition, why was the plant 

collected by the boat-load rather than just as scientific plant specimens?  



The answer to this and other associated questions lay with Cook as an experienced 

sailor engaged in a mission of travel to discover and explore unknown areas of our 

planet with no idea what to expect, compared with embarking on a pleasurable cruise 

of discovery for personal enjoyment in the 21st century having read all about the exotic 

ports of call to experience and marvel at. In addition, travel may be considered in a 

more abstract sense consisting of ideas as opposed to the actual physical experience. 

How did ideas themselves travel with Cook and his crew in 1769, and what impact did 

they have on their actions? For example, did the endangered status of Lepidium 

oleraceum, a plant near extinction in New Zealand now, have any connection with 

Cook’s chance discovery on the 27th October, 1769? 

From his journal entry Cook, seemingly, had little doubt as to what he had harvested by 

the boat load or of its potential value. The implication appears to suggest Cook had a 

definite and clear purpose in mind behind the collection of this plant. What was the 

basis of this decision, given this was probably the first time he and his scientific 

colleagues had seen this specific plant? The answer to this question lies in the advent of 

long-distance sea travel, the associated logistical and health problems, and the various 

ways adopted to tackle these problems. 

As the name ‘scurvy grass’ suggests the key issue here in long distance sea travel 

concerns the disease known as scurvy, a condition that produced blackening of the skin, 

ulcers, respiratory problems, rictus of the limbs, teeth falling out, and, in many cases, 

ultimately death. This condition first appeared among seafarers when vessels started 

entering the Indian and Pacific Oceans in the 15th & 16th centuries. Vasco da Gama lost 

60% of his crew to the disease in 1499. In 1520, Magellan lost 80% of his crew crossing 

the Pacific. The cause of scurvy was thought to be related to the food carried on board 

to provision such long voyages especially highly salted foodstuffs. The remedies 

included eating esculent plants and fruit that could be found on shorelines.  

Although in 1753, James Lind published A Treatise of the Scurvy that provided evidence 

of the value some foods had in preventing and curing scurvy, the problems associated 

with the disease were little better understood. James Cook would have been well versed 

in the problems of scurvy from direct experience and different ways of tackling it. 

Returning sailors from long voyages suffering from symptoms of scurvy most likely 

availed themselves of plants growing wild around their coastline homes. Many of these 

became known generally as scurvy grass. 

So, Cook on encountering Lepidium Oleraceum on the 27th October, 1769, for the first 

time, recognised a form of scurvy grass and assumed it would possess similar 

properties to the types he was more familiar with back in England and indeed 

elsewhere among maritime nations. Of course, we know now that the key factor causing 

scurvy was lack of vitamin C and the plants used in the prevention and cure contained 



quantities of vitamin C, especially citrus fruits. Ultimately, treatment and prevention of 

scurvy involved supplies of lime juice, high in Vitamin C. 

During the 18th and early 19th century Scurvy was a major problem for the Royal Navy 

and all long-distance sailors. The problem was not restricted to the confines of naval 

service. Sailors who suffered from the disease were rendered incapable of work and if 

they did not die, they returned to their home ports and families to recover the best they 

could using available remedies. This situation did not escape the attention of the poet 

Reverend William Lisle Bowles who in 1804 wrote in his poem ‘The Spirit of Discovery’, 

Smile, glowing Health! For now no more the wasted seaman sinks, with haggard eye and 

feeble frame diseased; 

No more with tortured longings for the sight of fields and hillocks green, madly he calls. 

Lepidium oleraceum was of course well known to the indigenous Maori inhabitants of 

New Zealand. The plant grew wild in abundance on the coastline especially where sea 

birds nested and roosted. The sea birds had no specific interest in the plant but the 

plant enjoyed the guano rich nooks and crannies of the rocky coastlines. There is a 

suggestion that some migration of the plant may have taken place, via sea birds, to 

other South Sea Islands where they evolved as a sub species. Scurvy grass on these 

islands would, most likely, be known to Cook and fellow sailors from prior visits. 

Interestingly, the plant does not appear to have been cultivated by native populations 

only harvested from wild sources, geology permitting. At the time when Cook 

discovered this form of scurvy grass the plant grew quite extensively and in less remote 

places such that livestock would be able to graze on it. Thus, Cook’s harvesting of sea 

grass may not have gone down well with indigenous Maori tribes and may have 

contributed to a certain level of resistance. It is known that not all encounters between 

Cook and his crew and the Maoris were always friendly. However, by all accounts there 

appeared to be enough of the plant to go around at the time. This raises the interesting 

question of why the plant has retreated to but a few inaccessible locations at the 

present time? The plant was thought to be extinct in the early part of the 21st century 

and was classified as being nationally vulnerable and endangered by the New Zealand 

Government. 

One answer to the plant’s journey of retreat is related to the general human population 

growth and the introduction of more intensive farming and horticultural methods. 

Scurvy grass is a member of Brassicaceae family and, like all indigenous flora and fauna, 

is susceptible to viruses associated with imported foreign species, for example, turnip 

mosaic virus. Also changes in sea bird nesting populations may have limited the 

available guano-fertile grounds important to the plant.   



Cook only experienced five cases of scurvy and no deaths which was a testament to his 

firm grip on the management of the condition during long voyages, hence his quick 

recognition as to the potential value of fresh scurvy grass in his famously continuing 

battle to keep scurvy under control in order to maintain the healthy crews necessary to 

achieve his mission. In some respects, this may involve reliance on a degree of chance 

in encountering potential resources to meet these objectives. 

This story of exploration and discovery and the attendant health issues and problems 

associated with long-distance travel is not one to be consigned to history. It may provide 

an important guide to future human aspirations to explore, discover, and learn, but at 

the same time pay attention to the detail, as did Cook, to ensure success. In this respect, 

my thoughts turn to the exploration of our ocean depths as well as outer space, for 

example, plans to establish a base on the Moon to support further explorations there 

and the idea of a manned expedition to Mars. Such journeys to the depths of the 

oceans and into outer space will surely have their ‘scurvy’ and scurvy grass equivalents 

and moments.  

Robert Parkinson 
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