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Joseph Banks and his party saw this species on four separate occasions in New Zealand, 

first at Tegadu Bay, October 1769, followed by Tolega Bay, then Opoorage in November 

1769, and finally at Totara nui during January and February 1770. However, the binomial 

name Hedycarya arborea is linked to Johann Reinhold Forster (1729 – 1798) and his son 

Georg. The Forsters were invited to join Cook’s second Pacific voyage in 1772 on 

Resolution, filling the position vacated by Joseph Banks who withdrew at the last 

moment. Both Forsters kept detailed diaries and made extensive collections of both 

natural history specimens and artefacts on the second voyage. In 1778, however, 

Johann Forster sold the bulk of Georg’s drawings from the second voyage to Joseph 

Banks to clear his debts at that time. 

The tree was named the Pigeonwood tree by the subsequent European settlers in New 

Zealand, as the local wood pigeons appeared to favour the berries on the tree. It has 

since been discovered that the New Zealand wood pigeon does not prefer these berries, 

but only eats them in times of food shortage. 

The Hedycarya arborea is a common small tree that can grow up to 12m tall, with a 

clear trunk for a few metres before branches occur. It is endemic to New Zealand and 

found in lowland forest from the North Island to the middle of the South Island. The 

tree was previously called Hedycarya dentata. The leaves are dark, glossy, green and 

oval in shape with toothed margins. The separate male and female forms of the plant 

grow amongst each other thus making fertilisation relatively simple and not relying on 

the assistance of insects. The flower is small, cream to white in colour and the fruits are 

orange. The tree flowers between December and February and fruits between March 

and June. The berries contain toxins that are poisonous and harmful to livestock.  

The tree is used in Mãori culture as a medicinal resource utilising the leaves, bark, and 

berries and the wood of the tree has aromatic and sonorous qualities. Mãori peoples 

fashioned various artefacts out of the wood making items such as shafts for spades, 

darts, and treasure containers. The wood of the tree also has percussive, musical 

qualities and has been used to make a form of wooden drum. The sound produced, 



reportedly, can travel for great distances and, as such, played a role in communication 

among distanced communities. It is reported that members of the Hauhau church (an 

independent Māori form of Christian religion) at Hikurangi were called to their place of 

worship by the beating of the ‘pahu’. The pahu is a long piece of porokaiwhiria wood 

hung from a cross pole supported at either end by a forked stick. The suspended pole is 

struck by another piece of wood as a percussion instrument. The wood has also been 

used to make flutes, mouth pieces for shell trumpets and smaller gongs. 

This plant is rarely cultivated outside New Zealand and its ‘travels’ are therefore limited 

to articles made from its wood with its attractive acoustic qualities. 

Robert Parkinson 
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