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To preface this report, those who are looking for information on daylilies in New 

Zealand will be disappointed.  Although I did see daylilies in a few gardens 

visited, they were not the primary focus of the trip. I was in New Zealand for an 

international conference on Liliums. Given the fact that I would probably never 

get the opportunity (or the money) to make the trip again, I participated in a pre-

conference tour of the south island and a post-conference tour of the north 

island. In total I spent 29 days there and another 3 days getting there and back. 

Let's just say I now know the meaning of 'jet lag' and 'bone tired' intimately.  
 

The south island was my favorite for its scenery and breath taking vistas.  Huge 

tree ferns grow everywhere in the mostly undeveloped mountain areas.  Local 

carvers use the dead wood to make amazing boxes, etc. that maintain the 

unusual look and texture of the wood.  The pristine lakes, many with their own 

power stations, dot the interior and have the clearest and cleanest water you 

have ever seen.  In fact, New Zealand does NOT treat its drinking water at all.  

 

The south island is also home to the most dramatic natural waterfalls you can 

imagine.  My impression was of a lush, very green and wild space.  Of course that 

might have had something to do with the fact that this year was the coolest and 

rainiest summer the south island has experienced ever!  And, I think most of the 
rain fell while I was there.  We learned quickly if we were going to see anything, 

we would have to get wet.  And, get wet we did, a lot.  I ruined a brand new pair 

of leather shoes from all the water.  

 

Because of the amount of rain (complete with flash floods) the gardens on the 

south island were certainly not at their best.  On the north island, where two 

thirds of the people live, the trouble was too much heat and humidity in addition 

to too much rain. But, gardeners are forgiving people and we enjoyed the 

hospitality and tours none-the-less.  

 

We discovered that snakes are not found anywhere in New Zealand and that deer 

are more apt to be farmed than hunted.  Other animals now farmed in addition to 

sheep include emu, ostrich and what they call elk, but I think is really a member 
of the deer family. The number of sheep are decreasing and the number of beef 

operations are increasing.  Along with the beef come the concerns for the water 

purity and the integrity of the ground water.  The problems we have experienced 

in Canada have been widely reported down there and they are monitoring the 

situation very closely.  Possums are a dreaded pest animal.  Originally imported 

from Australia, they destroy a significant number of native flightless birds, most 

notably the nocturnal kiwis, as well as defoliating and killing native trees, 



particularly the kauri.  Ever resourceful, the dead kauri wood is used for jewellery 

and woodworking by the indigenous Maori people.  

 

But, I digress.  Back to the topic at hand. The lilies grown are primarily orientals, 

aurelians, trumpets and orienpets (oriental/trumpet crosses).  Because of the 

strict rules around importation of plant materials, growing from seed is a major 

focus and it seems most serious growers are budding hybridizers, too.  

 

The only daylilies I saw were at the Auckland Botanical Gardens.  Without 

exception they were all the flared, classic trumpet shape, no eyes or edges were 

seen.  I did not recognize nor record any of the names.  The Queenstown City 

Gardens had specimen clumps of daylilies here and there but they were not 

marked.  
 

Peonies can be grown in the southern most areas of the south island but not on 

the north island at all.  It is, quite simply, too warm for them.  Hosta, however, 

can be grown equally well on both islands.  It would seem that dormancy is not 

an issue with hosta.  Martagon lilies, however, were not seen anywhere, except 

for the species,  L. martagon and martagon 'Alba'.  

 

The lilies grow much taller in the sub-tropical climate than what I am used to.  In 

my zone 2b (by the new Canadian zone map) garden trumpets and orienpets are 

doing extremely well if they get to 5 feet. It wasn't unusual at all to see 8 foot tall 

stems with upwards of 30 buds in north island gardens.  And the colors, 

breathtaking seedlings of lavender and green seem to be in vogue these days.  A 
number of breeders appear to be making great strides in moving toward a 

distinctly green colored flower. At one of the shows we attended a creamy green 

trumpet seedling won the section for best advance in breeding.  

 

Species lilies including longiflorum, formosanum, paraldinum, and others, seldom 

seen in gardens in Canada, are commonplace in New Zealand garden.  I even saw 

my first ever L. duchartrei up close and personal.  

 

Besides the liliums, the predominant plant was the rose.  Every size, shape and 

description is represented. Almost every town and city visited had at least one 

rose garden.  There is a big push toward using historic roses and formal plantings 

in these beds.  In home gardens, begonias, dahlias and cannas take center stage 

in the sun with hostas, hardy geraniums and various ferns in shadier spots. 
Agapanthus (in both the blue and white forms) as well as Amaryllis belladonna (in 

pink and white form) and lupines in every shade of the rainbow grow wild along 

the road sides and in ditches.  There were, of course, many plants I was unable 

to identify having no frame of reference for a climate of that type but I was 

surprised at how many of the same plants we share.  

 

And, if I thought the roads were bad in Scotland, they are the Trans Canada 

Highway in comparison to the roads in New Zealand.  For someone used to the 



flat, wide open spaces of the prairies, it was quite a shock.  Not only do they 

drive on the wrong side of the road, but when you add in very narrow driving 

lanes, single lane bridges, rock and mud slides, flash floods, dramatic switchbacks 

where the road literally just falls away, it wasn't unusual to see me with my eyes 

closed tightly as we navigated our way down the various gorges we came across 

(and there are lots of them).  

 

The conference itself was of the highest calibre.  Speakers included Dr. Wilbert 

Ronald of Manitoba, Dick Bazett of British Columbia, Dr. Alan Leslie of the Royal 

Horticultural Society at Wisley in the UK, Ed McRae of Oregon, Norgart Mar-

schinke of Germany, and Dr. Tadasi Takeda of Japan.  Impromptu presentations 

were given by Dr. Peter Shenk and a colleague from The Netherlands.  The hosts 

did their best to ensure our group was well taken care of.  To that end, there was 
a relay set up throughout the country on both islands, where one lily society 

would pass us off to the next as we proceeded northward.  In all we were 

entertained, shown about and fed by 5 regional lily societies.  The tour guides and 

coach drivers had never seen our likes before.  Gardeners are a unique breed and 

that breed is recognizable wherever in this 'getting smaller every day' world that 

one may venture.  Indeed, by the end of the trip our bus driver had bought two 

lilies and a very dramatic succulent called an Echeveria for his wife.  Another 

convert!  

 

So that was my trip of a lifetime.  In addition to meeting some of the brightest 

stars in the world of Liliums, I made many new friends, learned a lot about some 

old friends, saw many new things and came home with a lighter wallet but a 
myriad of memories to sustain me for many years. 


