
New Zealand Gardens through English eyes.   
One of the aims of my trip to New Zealand is to see how gardens compare to those back home in the 
U.K. Historically British and other European settlers brought over their treasured plants and design 
philosophy to NZ.  Consequently, I feel very much at home in many NZ gardens as they are a 
variation of European design. Greenhaugh, Ohinetahi and Trotts Garden are marvellous places that 
display historical elements found in British Gardens including herbaceous borders, knot gardens and 
a collection of rare and unusual plants.  Mincher Garden could be considered the most reminiscent 
of an English garden.  This is highly deliberate as its creator wanted it to reminded her English roots.  
More contemporary European design can be found at Flaxmere where the owner has skilfully 
created an area inspired by the work of Piet Oudolf.   
 
Many Kiwis are avid plant collectors and their gardens hold many treasures.  It is now virtually 
impossible to import new species to NZ.  Only species already present can be brought into the 
country.  This is hugely frustrating for many Kiwi gardeners.  At the same time, it adds pressure on 
gardens such as Gwavas to conserve and propagate their rare plants so they can be kept in NZ 
cultivation.  Gwavas is a plantsmans paradise where many a treasure awaits you.  Eastwoodhill 
Arboretum is regarded as having the best collection of Northern Hemisphere trees and shrubs south 
of the equator.  Today its 135ha contains about 3500 different taxa of trees, shrubs and climbers.  Of 
which, 175 species are listed as trees at risk of extinction.   
 
The most notable town garden I saw was Anacapri.  The New Zealand Gardens Trust hopes to 
encourage such gardens to open to the public.  Because of its small size it showcases what can be 
achieved in an average sized domestic property.  Its owner is the preeminent New Zealand 
horticulturalist Gordon Collier.   
 
Some of the NZ cities and towns are twined with Chinese or Japanese counterparts.  Consequently, a 
small selection of Chinese and Japanese gardens are to be found in NZ. The Dunedin Chinese Garden 
is the only authentic Chinese Garden in NZ.  It is the first in the Southern Hemisphere and one of less 
than a handful outside China.  The Garden was pre-fabricated and assembled in Shanghai and then 
dismantled and transported to Dunedin where it was reconstructed on site using artisans and 
supervisors from Shanghai.  Consequently, this is the next best thing to actually visiting gardens in 
China.  
 
If you want an overview of garden-design history, then the best place to go to is the Hamilton 
Gardens.  Each garden is a scaled downed representative of an era and culture, be it the Italian 
renaissance or the Indian Char Bagh Garden.  There is also a Maori garden, with a raised store house 
and mounds for growing Kumara (Ipomoea batatis).   Additional gardens are under development 
including one based on ancient Egypt.  Along with most NZ Botanic gardens Hamilton Gardens has 
an extensive rose garden.  NZ rose gardens tend to be on traditional lines in that they only contain 
roses, normally in formal beds of separate varieties.   
 
The oldest garden is Kerikeri at The Bay of Islands.  Work began here in 1821.  As an early settlers 
abode the garden has a strong productive element with an orchard and veg garden.  However, there 
are ornamental plantings including many historic roses.  The oldest Botanic Garden is Dunedin which 
was started in 1863.  The lower gardens provide inspiration for the public and are primarily 
ornamental.  The upper gardens however are more concerned with conservation.  The NZ Native 
and Rhododendron collections were of particular interest to me.  The NZGT (New Zealand Garden 
Trust) has awarded Dunedin Botanic Garden its highest accolade of Six Stars and proclaims it has a 
garden of international significance.  Member gardens of the NZGT are assessed periodically.  
Depending on factors such as quality of maintenance, plantsmanship and design, gardens are 



awarded between 4-6 stars.  The gardens are represented on the NZGT website with their star rating 
giving you some idea of what to expect when you visit them. Another highly proclaimed garden in 
the Dunedin area is Larnach Castle, the only castle in NZ.  It also has exceptional views over the 
Otago Peninsula.    
 
The quality of maintenance and execution of design, give even the best of British gardens a run for 
their money.  What also makes these gardens so comparable to those in Brittan is their sense of 
maturity.  Despite being so much younger the growth rate of European trees in NZ such as Quercus 
robur gives the impression that a garden has a longer history than it actually possesses.  Hackfalls 
Arboretum has many maturing specimens of species that I have only seen as youngsters in the UK 
such as Zanthoxylum ailanthoides. My main reason for a placement at Hackfalls is their fine 
collection of Quercus particularly the various species from Mexico. The trees are also well spaced out 
giving each one room to develop into a good specimen demonstrating its potential.    Another factor 
that would make British gardeners envious is that some parts of NZ can grow a much broader range 
of plants.  British gardeners will make a fuss over just one Cardiocrinum giganteum in flower.  At 
Dunedin Botanic Garden they almost grow like a weed.   
 
The gardens mentioned so far are wonderful places to visit, however I was looking for gardens that 
exhibit a unique and distinctive NZ style.   I have felt so at home in some NZ gardens that I forgot I 
was in a different country or even another continent.  I have heard that there is a growing trend in 
NZ to solely use native plants and the approach has generally been very purist.  Many of the native 
plantings I have seen tend to be ecologically based mimicking plant communities found in the 
natural environment.  Otari and Te Kainga Marire both do this to an extent but also show of the 
aesthetic qualities of individual plants and their potential garden worthiness.  Another common 
occurrence is that the native plantings are kept in a separate area to the exotics, if both are present 
in the same garden.  I have encountered few instances where exotic and native plants have been 
deliberately mixed with each other.   
 
Contrary to the above, the delightful gardens of Ayrlies, Broadfield, Fishermans Bay and Omaio, all 
have artfully planted areas just using natives.  The use of different foliage texture and colour can 
create striking effects without an overreliance on flower power.  Broadfield also uses totara for its 
hedging rather than defaulting to traditional Taxus baccata.  The totara has worked just as well if not 
better. There are some areas at Fishermans Bay and Omaio, where there is some juxtaposition of 
native and exotic plants.  At Fishermans Bay native grasses such as Chionochloa flavicans are mixed 
with exotic herbaceous perennials including Helenium and Salvia nemorosa.  The bold foliage of 
native Cordyline australis and Astelia nervosa is complemented by the architectural flower spikes of 
Echium pininana.  At Omaio you will see Cyathea dealbata underplanted with Clivia and 
Arthropodium.  In fact, with these gardens, the natives and exotics are mixed so harmoniously you 
stop differentiating between them.  As I write this, I am blessed to work in a rainforest bestowed 
with big leaf rhododendrons.  Pukeiti is similar to what I imagine the Himalayas to be like, steep 
mountain slopes, meandering streams, and sudden explosions of colour from Rhododendrons.  
 
Two gardens that are not to be missed are Ayrlies and Paloma.  Ayrlies is the masterpiece of 
Beverley McConnell.  Beverley trained as an artist and this is highly apparent in her garden.  It may 
take you moment to get used to the plant associations such as a Magnolia adjacent to Bromeliads.  
Such is the Auckland climate that it is possible to grow subtropicals with more familiar subjects.  I 
had the great pleasure of working with the Ayrlies team for a month and saw Beverley in action, 
outlining how she would carry on a drift of planting, linking one area with another, and contrasting 
forms and textures.  I was there during the start of winter, but even so it was still possible to see I 
was in a very special place.  As for Paloma, stand back and be amazed.  If you like Kew Botanic 
Gardens this place will blow your socks off!  Clive has a passion for Cycads along with Bamboos, and 



Araucaria.  The micro climate is fully exploited and I struggled to cope with the sudden flood of new 
and unfamiliar flora.  The sheer scale of the arboreta is incomprehensible, whole hillsides are dotted 
with old oil drums protecting precious young plants.   
 
As you can see NZ gardens have much to other a horticulturalist.   Whether you want design 
inspiration or to see an array of choice plants there is something for you.  For something completely 
bonkers check out The Giants House and The Lost Gypsy Caravan.  And you cannot leave out 
Hobbiton!   
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