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In a loop of the Avon River, bordered on three sides by the green 
expanse of Hagley Park, are the Christchurch Botanic Gardens. 
With more than one and a half million recorded visits each year, 
the Gardens are one of the city�s most visited public facilities.

The Gardens are at the heart of Christchurch�s reputation as the 
Garden City. A temperate climate supports many thousands of 
plants, gathered from around the world and across New Zealand 
since 1863. 

You will see exotic trees here that are some of the largest, the 
tallest or the oldest of their kind in this country. You will see 
spectacular colour and form, intriguing artworks, and memorial 
plantings that celebrate local and international history. 
Introduced species will remind you of faraway places, and 
native plants will take you to the bush, the mountains and the 
wetlands of New Zealand, Aotearoa. And all of this is just  
15 minutes from the city centre.
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How to use this guide

This guide has eight colour coded sections. Each section  
has a map and suggested walking route. Use the map on  
page 26 and 27 to help you choose where to start. 
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The Armstrong Lawn

Starting out
John Armstrong, one of the 
early curators of the Gardens, 
is commemorated at the 
Armstrong Lawn. 

Today, where horsedrawn 
carts once collected gravel 
from pits in this area, formal 
bedding displays bloom 
through spring and summer. 
Tulips, polyanthus and Iceland 
poppies bring post-winter 
colour. Plants like petunia, 
begonia and salvia are tended 
through the hot dry months 
and into March.

 The Peacock Fountain was 
imported from England and 
�rst installed in the Gardens 
in the early 1900s, thanks to 
a bequest from distinguished 
local businessman, the 
Honorable John Peacock. 

 The Tudor-style Curator�s 
House, built in 1920, is now 
used for �ne dining and 
education. In its garden, 
nasturtiums and herbs grow 
alongside heirloom and 
gourmet vegetables.  
Gardeners come here to  
learn about companion 
planting, composting and  
crop rotation.

William Sefton Moorhouse, superintendent of Canterbury Province in the 
1850s and �60s
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Trees of Armstrong and Archery Lawns

Opposite the Herbaceous Border, on the Archery Lawn, are more of  the Gardens’ specimen trees. 
The cork oak C  (Quercus suber) is an evergreen from Southern Europe and North Africa. This tree has not been harvested, but bark is collected from commercial cork trees every eight to ten years.

The Wellingtonias D  (Sequoiadendron giganteum) can grow up to 90 metres high, with bark more than half a metre thick. These six trees were just seeds when imported from their native California in 1873. 
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Armstrong Lawn’s specimen trees  include the purple beech A  (Fagus sylvatica var. purpurea), planted in 1919. Native to Europe, its smooth  light-grey bark was once used to make paper. Its timber is used for �ooring  and furniture.

The prehistoric-looking monkey puzzle B  (Araucaria araucana) is a South American giant. This living fossil is from the same family as the kauri and has survived millions of years of climatic change in its native Chile.
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The Herbaceous Border

Colour and form
Herbaceous plants are soft-
stemmed, without woody 
thickening. The curator of 
the border arranges shapes, 
colours and textures to create a 
continuous display of flowering 
perennials through summer 
and early autumn. As autumn 
moves into winter, seedheads 
and skeletons present interesting 
silhouettes against a background of 
mature trees and shrubs.

Borders like this are common 
in English country gardens. 
The Gardens� border is in two 
parts, divided by an ornamental 
sundial presented by Canterbury 
Superintendent William Rolleston 
in 1873. The sandy soils at the 
eastern end are perfect for plants 
from hot dry climates, and for 
the bearded iris cultivars which 
flower in October/November. 
Colourful European and North 
American plants including phlox, 
aster and geranium dominate the 
moist western end. In the shadiest 
areas, hostas are a feature. 
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Trees of the Central Lawn and surrounds

Take time to �nd the specimen  trees in this part of the Gardens.
The Atlas cedar E  (Cedrus 
atlantica) forms forests at altitudes of over 1200 metres in the 
mountains of Morocco and Algeria. 
This century-old Westfelton yew F  (Taxus baccata ‘Dovastoniana’) is one of very few in New Zealand over a century old. 

New Zealanders have commonly planted the Monterey cypress, or macrocarpa G  (Cupressus 
macrocarpa) for windbreak hedging and timber.

The Dawn redwood H  (Metasequoia glyptostroboides) was thought to be extinct until a botanist discovered the genus growing wild in central China in 1941. 
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The Central Rose Garden

Hearts turned upwards
When the �rst rose garden was established here in 1909, it was 
considered the largest and �nest in Australasia. The rectangular 
rosarium had 132 beds and almost 2500 rose bushes. 

The rose garden was redeveloped 
in the mid-1930s, with four paths 
converging at a mirror pool in the 
middle of a circular design. Twenty 
years later a memorial sundial 
replaced the pool. Now, 104 beds 
support a profusion of climbing, 
standard and Hybrid Tea modern 
garden roses. 

In winter the roses are pruned 
and in summer they are regularly 
deheaded. A combination 
of careful hybrid selection, 
hygiene and nutrition ensures 
a magni�cent display from the 
height of pre-Christmas early 
�owering to the second �ush of 
blooms in January.

Between January and April, 
many-coloured dahlias create 
an added attraction on the 
south-east fringe of the Rose 
Garden. Approximately 90% of 
this collection comes from New 
Zealand breeders.
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Conservatories are special indoor environments for plant 
collections. The Gardens� six conservatories are home to hundreds 
of plants at any one time. Displays change with the seasons.

Funds bequested by Gardens� enthusiast Charles Cuningham led to 
the opening of Cuningham House in 1923.

The original Townend House opened in 1914, thanks to funds from 
the estate of Annie Townend, the second owner of Mona Vale. The 
present Townend House opened its doors to the public in 1955.

Garrick House is named after Henry Garrick, who donated an 
extensive collection of cacti and succulents to the Gardens. Gilpin 
House acknowledges Huia Gilpin, a former director of Council�s 
Parks and Recreation division. Both of these conservatories opened 
in 1960. 

Bequests from Mary Rothney Orr and James Foster were used to 
develop the Fern House, which opened in 1955.

Jean Foweraker gifted many plants to the Gardens. Foweraker 
House, opened in 1967, is named in her memory.
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Cuningham House

Originally called 
the Winter Garden, 
Cuningham House 
is listed by the New 
Zealand Historic 
Places Trust as a 
significant building.

Walking into this 
conservatory is 
like walking into a 
tropical rainforest. 
At floor level, dozens 
of species thrive in 
low light conditions. 
The steel framework, 
like trees in a natural 
forest, allows 
epiphytes to climb 
out of the damp dark 
places and form a 
canopy. Higher again, 
plants that love the 
light grow on the upper level. When trees die, new plants take 
advantage of the light open spaces that are left behind. 

In autumn, Gardens staff begin heating the conservatory to 
produce ideal conditions for the collections � plants such as 
Dieffenbachia, Peperomia, Philodendron and Begonia. Through 
the cold Canterbury winter these tropical species bask in 
warmth created by hot water piped from the boiler room. 

Look for the bananas growing high up amongst the broadleaved 
trees and plants.
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Townend House

Townend House gardeners furnish this conservatory year-round. 
Keeping the conservatory in full bloom requires thorough planning, 
and careful control of both temperature and ventilation. 

About 25 di�erent collections of cool greenhouse �owering plants 
are displayed here annually. The thousands of plants, including 
Coleus, Cyclamen, Primula and Streptocarpus, are raised in the 
Gardens nursery before being transferred to Townend House. 

The stunning begonias � some of them hybrids raised by Gardens 
sta� � are a colourful highlight from mid-January until the end of 
March. Begonia tubers are kept once �owering is over; most other 
plants are composted.

 Townend�s statues include several indulgent cherubs
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Garrick House 

The Garrick House landscape mural, painted by signwriter Gordon 
Gee, stretches across desert and into the distance like a slice of 
south-western America or South Africa. Many of the Gardens� 
500-plus species of cacti are on display here, growing amongst red 
volcanic rocks brought from Banks Peninsula. 

Gilpin House

Next-door, Gilpin House is kept at a temperature of about 19” 
Celsius, and at a high level of humidity. These conditions support 
the tropical orchids, bromeliads and carnivorous plants on show. 
Sta� change the display regularly to highlight plants of interest as 
they �ower.
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Fern House

A gentle stream 
creates the right 
environment for 
moisture-loving 
plants in the 
Fern House. New 
Zealand�s iconic 
silver fern (Cyathea 
dealbata) lives 
here, amongst 
a collection of 
ferns that would 
be di�cult to 
grow outside in 
Christchurch. 
Hairy-trunked 
punga (tree 
ferns) and a large 
Marattia salicina 
stand over lower-
growing species 
such as Asplenium, 
Blechnum and 
Pteris. In this 
pocket of damp 
shady bush, 
many mosses and 
liverworts thrive. 

Foweraker 
House

The cool environment 
of Foweraker House 
supports a collection 
of indigenous and 
exotic alpine plants. 
A display including 
dwarf shrubs provides 
the backdrop for the 
other exhibits, which 
change with the 
seasons. Fritillaria, 
Narcissus and Tulipa 
may be seen in the 
spring, Celmisia 
and Helichrysum in 
summer, and a range 
of Cyclamen, Narcissus 
and Oxalis from 
autumn onwards.
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The Gardens CafØ and Playground

Gathering places
The cafØ and children�s playground have been popular with locals 
since the early 1900s. 

Many birds make their homes in the trees around the edge of 
Kiosk Lake. 

The maidenhair tree I  (Ginkgo biloba) was around at the same time as dinosaurs. This survivor resists diseases and pests and tolerates pollution, so it grows well in cities. 

The Climatological Station and the Magnetic 
Observatory

Earth forces
 The Climatological Station has provided daily readings for well 

over a century. Gardens sta� record the information at 9am each 
day. Cloud cover, visibility, wind direction, rainfall and other details 
are forwarded to the national Meteorological Service. 

 The 1940s wooden building beside the Climatological Station is a 
remnant of the Magnetic Observatory set up here in 1901. Explorers 
such as Robert Scott and Ernest Shackleton calibrated their 
instruments here before heading south to Antarctica. 
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The Azalea and Magnolia Garden

A spring 
spectacle
Under canopies of 
mature oaks (Quercus 
robur) and silver 
birch trees (Betula 
pendula), the azaleas 
�ower for about a 
month from mid-
October. Deciduous 
Rhododendron mollis 
are the main species 
here. Their spring 
show is enhanced by 
the sculptured �owers 
of the magnolias, in 
bloom slightly earlier, 
and the magni�cent 
cone-shaped �owers 
of the horse chestnut 
trees (Aesculus spp). 

©
 N

ei
l M

ac
be

th

 Sculptor Stuart Gri�ths used slabs of  

chlorite schist and concrete to create An  

Inside Outlook. The monumental stone 

windowframe harks back to Europe’s grand 

18th-century follies – ornamental ruins 

constructed by country gentry to highlight 

sections of landscape. ©
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The Water Garden

Re�ections
Gravel and sand were removed from this area by the cartload in the 
early 1900s and used to construct paths around the growing city. 
The pits left behind were developed into a cluster of ponds. 

The ponds� silty mud �oors are perfect for growing water lilies 
(Nymphaea) and are seldom cleaned or disturbed. 

Many of the water garden plants are herbaceous perennials that die 
down in winter, such as the bright blue Siberian iris (Iris siberica) 
and the marsh marigold (Caltha palustris). West of the main pond is 
a yucca collection. 

 The single jet of water from Te  Puna Ora Spring �ows year-round from an aquifer about 120 metres below ground. Sculptors Riki Manuel and Douglas Woods created the carvings around the spring. Their work celebrates both M�ori and Celtic heritage.
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The �ora of Aotearoa

New Zealand�s own
Fossils, tree remains, stumps, charcoal and pollen 
records show that forests covered about three-quarters 
of New Zealand before people arrived. After M�ori 
came to these islands around 1280AD, and Europeans 
in the late 1700s, much of the bush was cleared. Now 
forests cover only about 20 per cent of the land.

Podocarps and beeches make up this 
country�s two main forest types. The 
podocarps � a large family of conifers that 
includes trees like kahikatea and mata� � 
have an open growth habit which allows 
an understorey of flowering broadleaved 
species. Beech forest has a dense canopy, 
creating less variety and a more open 
forest floor. 

Other key New Zealand plant groups 
include scrub and tussocklands, 
alpine and wetland communities 
and estuarine associations where 
fresh water meets the sea. 

The New Zealand Garden on 
the present site began just 
before 1920. The collection 
around the lake includes 
fine examples of many 
unique species. 

About the time the 
first turf was turned 
for the New Zealand 
Garden, Leonard 
Cockayne gained 
official support to 
carry out extensive 
botanical surveys. 
His book, The 
Vegetation of New 
Zealand (1921), was 
a standard reference 
for decades.

In 1938, the New Zealand Garden was 
extended to allow space for alpine plants 
and hebe and Leptospermum beds. This 
new area was named the Cockayne Memorial 
Garden, in honour of the botanist who 
contributed so much to the understanding of our 
native flora.

Leonard Cockayne
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The New Zealand Garden

Uniquely native
Use the map on page 22 to discover some of our favourite notable 
plants. The �rst two are part of a newly created iconic plant collection.

Rimu/red pine 1  (Dacrydium cupressinum)
Rimu is the most widely distributed of New Zealand�s podocarps, 
the forest giants whose lineage goes back to ancient Gondwana. A 
handsome pine with delicate drooping foliage, rimu has rich timber 
that has long been favoured for �ne furniture.

Silver tree fern/ponga 2  (Cyathea dealbata)
New Zealand�s national symbol is one of about 200 fern species 
in Aotearoa. M�ori ate the fern fronds and used their silvery-white 
undersides as track markers in the bush. They built storage houses 
and lined kumara pits with the trunks. 

Tree fuchsia/k�tukutuku 3  (Fuchsia excorticata) 
A colourful feature in New Zealand�s mainly green forest, the tree 
fuchsia is one of this country�s few deciduous natives. With a heavy 
gnarled trunk and pale-brown papery bark, this is the largest 
fuchsia species in the world. 

Cabbage tree/t� k�uka 4  (Cordyline australis)
The cabbage tree is signi�cant in the M�ori landscape, marking trails, 
camping sites, river crossings and burial grounds. Its leaves were used 
to make sandals and short cloaks. Its sap was an important trading 
resource. Typically a wetland plant, the cabbage tree is thought to be 
the largest member of the lily family in the world. 

Beech/tawhai 5  (Nothofagus spp)
Beech trees form much of this country�s forest cover, from sea level 
to the bushline. Found across New Zealand, except in the far north, 
mid-Westland and on Stewart Island, the �ve di�erent species 
provide crucial protection against erosion in steep poor soils. 

Flax/harakeke 6  (Phormium tenax)
Flax �owers are a favourite of nectar-seeking birds. Common in the 
lowlands, �ax has strong �brous leaves that M�ori traditionally 
used for weaving shoes and clothes, snares, sails and containers. 
The art of weaving is an integral part of M�ori culture.

Tree fuchsia/k�tukutuku Cabbage tree/t� k�uka Beech/tawhai
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Stars of the Cockayne Memorial Garden

K�whai 7  (Sophora microphylla)
Frequently referred to as New Zealand�s national �ower, the k�whai is 
a showy native. K�whai (the M�ori word for �yellow�) is a member of 
the pea family. 

Lancewood/horoeka 8  (Pseudopanax crassifolius)
Like a caterpillar turning into a butter�y, the young lancewood 
changes form completely as it matures. The single-stemmed juvenile 
with narrow spear-like leaves becomes an adult with much broader 
leaves and a rounded crown. Pigeons/kerer� feed on lancewood�s 
dark purple fruits in autumn and winter.

Hebe 9  (Hebe spp)
Hebes are New Zealand�s largest group of plants. They are proli�c in 
the landscape and are popular with gardeners. They tend to breed 
together, and hundreds of hebe cultivars and hybrids have been 
created worldwide.

K�k�beak/k�whai ngutuk�k� 10  (Clianthus maximus)
In spring, the k�k�beak produces clusters of stunning scarlet 
�owers. This sprawling shrub has been a garden ornamental for 
more than a century. It is now one of the rarest natives in the wild. 

M�nuka/Tea tree 11  (Leptospermum scoparium)
M�nuka is among the �rst natives to bloom in spring, with proli�c 
pink or white �owers. Sometimes called the nurse plant, it colonises 
disturbed open ground and allows other plants to regenerate. M�ori 
used m�nuka as a healing agent. Its medicinal and culinary values, 
notably through its honey, give it signi�cant economic worth. 

T�tara 12  (Podocarpus totara)
A forest giant that grows up to 40 metres high, the t�tara is one of 
the largest podocarps. M�ori favoured its strong light timber for 
canoe building. Colonists appreciated its durability and used it for 
railway sleepers, telegraph poles and fence posts. 
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