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‘As seen at Ellerslie’: The spread of 
Phoenix palm sets in New Zealand1

MIKE LLOYD
Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

Abstract
The Phoenix palm was introduced to New Zealand in the late 1800s. Once 
found to be hardy outdoors, it was quickly used in amenity horticulture, often 
being planted in groups (called a palm set). This followed international trends 
established in Mediterranean countries, and further spread to the Americas and 
Australia. Information about these trends reached New Zealand before the palm 
was available; however, an understanding of the relatively quick spread of palm 
sets needs to incorporate local effects. The case considered here is the role 
of a Phoenix palm set planted about 1913 in Auckland’s Ellerslie Racecourse. 
This palm set established an exemplar stimulating planting of many other sets, 
particularly elsewhere in the North Island. Partly because of this influence, 
the period from the 1920s to the 1950s saw Phoenix palm sets planted from the 
far north to as far south as Timaru in the South Island. The social history of 
this new landscape trope helps us understand the processes that shaped the 
contemporary amenity environment.
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Introduction
At its broadest, this article is about the introduction and subsequent popularity of 
Phoenix canariensis (hereafter Phoenix palm) in New Zealand. It can be considered 
a ‘cultural biography of a tree’2 (actually a palm), but as this is too large a topic for a 
single paper the focus is narrowed to the planting of Phoenix palms in groups—called 
a ‘palm set’3—in New Zealand towns and cities. As will be shown, the rapid spread 

1	  Several people have helped with resources or by discussing the project from which this paper is distilled. Thanks 
to J. Gaspar Bernárdez Villegas for information and permission to use his photographs from La Coruña. Many thanks 
to Michael Brown for continued discussions about Phoenix palms (and field trips), and also comments on a first draft 
of this article. Thanks to John Adam for useful information on related matters, and also to Brad Cadwallader for 
information and his sterling work in running the New Zealand Tree Register, which now has many useful entries on 
notable Phoenix palms in New Zealand (readers could usefully consult the register to find further information related 
to this article: www.notabletrees.org.nz).
2	  Erland Marald et al., ‘An Exotic Tree in a Foreign Country: A Cultural Biography of the Lodgepole Pine in 
Sweden’, Environment and History 30, no. 3 (2024): 483–506, doi.org/10.3197/096734023X16869924234822.
3	  Here a palm set is taken to involve five or more palms planted together. The term is taken from Roseli D’Elboux, 
‘A Promenade in the Tropics’, Studies in the History of Gardens & Designed Landscapes 33, no. 3 (2013): 148–56, doi.org/​
10.1080/14601176.2013.796728.

http://www.notabletrees.org.nz
http://doi.org/10.3197/096734023X16869924234822
http://doi.org/10.1080/14601176.2013.796728
http://doi.org/10.1080/14601176.2013.796728
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of palm sets has a lot to do with the general popularity of the Phoenix palm, so the 
broader question is at least partly answered. Also, it should be emphasised that there 
is a type of argument avoided here. In his very useful ‘horticultural history’ of the 
Phoenix palm, Scott Zona offers a relatively innocuous version of this when he says 
‘Like so many plants entering horticulture in the mid-nineteenth century, palms were 
both a symbol of the vastness and richness of the world and of imperial or cultural 
hegemony.’4 Talk of ‘imperial hegemony’ has some currency as the Phoenix palm was 
indeed introduced to New Zealand because of global trends, however, another example 
shows that care is needed over such an expression. In a newspaper article noting that 
Phoenix palms grow in Dunedin, Mark Clark comments that ‘the Canary Islands is 
the original home of the impressive Canary Island date palm (Phoenix canariensis). 
Western European colonial powers planted it wherever they went throughout the 
warmer parts of the world, including New Zealand and Australia … It’s a kind of 
living symbol of the colonial times’.5 The issue here is that no one has ever seen 
a ‘Western European colonial power’ with a spade and a young Phoenix palm ready 
for planting. In this regard Clark has made what Alfred North Whitehead called the 
‘fallacy of misplaced concreteness’.6 Reifying the supposed power of structural entities 
tells us very little about how and why the palm was planted and spread.7 Given that 
the first plantings in New Zealand occurred over 130 years ago, it is difficult to 
gain detailed information on why identifiable individuals or groups chose the palm, 
and this is a good reason for focusing on the use of Phoenix palm sets in urban 
amenity landscapes, for there are some available records (textual and visual) bearing 
on this topic. 

In describing this development, attention to detail is required. This means taking 
care with three disciplinary inputs: those of horticulture, history and sociology. 
First, care is needed in connection with horticulture as the inquiry depends upon 
plant identification within amenity landscapes. Whereas the Phoenix palm is not 
particularly difficult to distinguish from other members of the palm family, and it is 

4	  Scott Zona, ‘The Horticultural History of the Canary Island Date Palm (Phoenix canariensis)’, Garden History 
36 (2008): 301–8.
5	  Mark Clark, ‘A Barren Fruit of Colonisation’, Otago Daily Times (Dunedin), 19 November 2018.
6	  H. Edward Thompson, ‘The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness: Its Importance for Critical and Creative Inquiry’, 
Interchange 28, no. 2/3 (1997): 219–30.
7	  My caution about reifying structural power is by no means to deny the profound impact of introduced plants 
in New Zealand. As Geoff Park cogently argued, ‘Europeans first imagined New Zealand as “a garden and a pasture 
in which the best elements of British society might grow into an ideal nation”’ (Nga Uruora: Ecology and History in a 
New Zealand Landscape (Wellington: Victoria University of Wellington Press, 1995), 13). Park showed the devastating 
impact of introduced plants, already detailed internationally in Alfred Crosby’s well-known work Ecological Imperialism: 
The Biological Expansion of Europe 900–1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). Subsequent scholars 
have challenged the unidimensional model of Crosby, showing that there are much more complex pathways by which 
plants travelled the globe (for example, see James Beattie, ‘The Empire of the Rhododendron: Reorienting New Zealand 
Garden History’, in Making a New Land: Environmental Histories of New Zealand, ed. Eric Pawson & Tom Brooking 
(Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2013), 241–57). In passing, it should be noted that New Zealand’s only endemic 
palm—the nikau (Rhopalostylis sapida)—moved outwards to many other countries overseas about the same time that the 
Phoenix palm arrived in the country, though a history of such botanical exchange is not the focus herein (for a theoretical 
treatment of this, see Eric Pawson, ‘Plants, Mobilities and Landscapes: Environmental Histories of Botanical Exchange’, 
Geography Compass 2, no. 5 (2008): 1464–77, doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2008.00153.x).

http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2008.00153.x
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the dominant species within the genus in New Zealand, other palms are mentioned 
in the discussion, and care needs to be taken to ensure correct identification. Here, 
my prior training in horticulture (as a nurseryman) is useful, but readers can trust that 
wherever plants are identified via botanical nomenclature, care has been taken over 
such identification. Second, care is needed in connection with history as the inquiry 
tracks the spread of Phoenix palm sets through time. Newspaper articles sourced 
through searching the online database Papers Past are often used, and photographic 
images sourced through the website DigitalNZ are also remarkably useful. Where 
detailed records on the date of planting are not available, reasonably accurate estimates 
can often be made based on the size of palms. Third, care is needed in connection 
with sociology as of necessity the inquiry is concerned with the people involved in 
the planting and spread of Phoenix palms, and what their intention was in doing so. 
Such sociological inquiry requires the most work at an inferential level; nonetheless, 
this can also be done in a careful and empirically grounded manner. 

The thesis developed below is relatively simple but needs to traverse a lot of material 
for its substantiation. In short, the historical record shows that the use of clusters 
of palms in avenues and promenades was an important part of the international 
familiarity with palm landscaping from the mid-1850s on. Phoenix palms were 
introduced to New Zealand within this context, hence palm sets quickly became 
a feature in urban amenity landscapes, and quickly spread because of exemplars. 
The Ellerslie Racecourse set in Auckland was the most significant early on, and then 
over a relatively short period of time, particularly in the North Island, other centres 
of influence arose and aided the further spread of the Phoenix palm. Because of both 
Phoenix palm sets being seen in public amenity contexts, and the concomitant spread 
of Phoenix palms in private gardens, the palm has become part of New Zealand’s 
everyday landscape. The case study offered here does not provide exhaustive detail, 
rather it aims for description sufficient to begin rectifying the lack of a social history 
of the Phoenix palm in the New Zealand landscape.

International context
Dirk Spennemann8 has described the multiple practical uses of the Phoenix palm in 
the Canary Islands where it is endemic. These include use of the drupes as animal 
fodder, and various parts of the trunk and fronds as timber for home and fence 
construction, for brooms, ropes, mats, baskets and church decorations. Zona9 details 
how, beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, the Phoenix palm was relocated 
from its home in the Canary Islands to other countries’ horticultural settings, first in 
Central and Mediterranean Europe, then in the United States and South America. 

8	  Dirk Spennemann, ‘Canary Island Date Palms (Phoenix canariensis) as Ornamental Plants: The First Thirty Years 
of the Horticultural Trade’, Huntia 17, no. 2 (2019): 79–102.
9	  Zona, ‘The Horticultural History’.
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Apart from in the south of France,10 the palm was solely used in these new locations 
as an ornamental plant: a garden feature tree, or increasingly for group plantings 
in promenades and avenues. It is not known where and when palm sets were first 
used,11 but there is good historical description of the use in the Mediterranean of the 
date palm (Phoenix dactylifera), a close relative of the Phoenix palm. This had been 
cultivated in the Middle East and North Africa for several thousand years, then moved 
into and around the Mediterranean by the ancient Greeks and Romans,12 and into 
Spain during the Islamic occupation of the Iberian peninsula.13 In the Mediterranean, 
much like the Phoenix palm in the Canary Islands, the date palm had multiple uses, 
with ecclesiastical use being particularly strong in Italy.14 Date palms were commonly 
grown in groves, but with the decline in ecclesiastical use, groves reduced in size. 
Nevertheless, the visual effect of a group of palms seems to have crossed over into 
using date palm sets for their ornamental effect, and such use was common in both 
the Italian and French Rivieras,15 and indeed in Spain and Portugal.16 

Over time, what Jean-Christophe Pintaud calls ‘palm landscaping’ used newly available 
types of palms to supplement the existing use of date palms, and among these 
the Phoenix palm quickly became seen as a ‘majestic palm perfectly adapted to the 
climate of the Riviera.’17 As Zona notes, this rise in popularity occurred at the same 
time—the 1860s—when the French and Italian Rivieras became important centres 
for tourism in Europe, thus the Phoenix palm ‘soon symbolised, by association, 
lifestyles of glamour, elegance and wealth.’18 Spennemann concurs, noting that by 
the 1880s a distinct move had occurred from single specimens in collectors’ private 
gardens to ‘palm-lined boulevards and promenades’.19 Gradually the Phoenix palm 
became more dominant than the date palm, and this was partly due to influential 
horticulturalists like Benjamin Chabaud20 and Ludwig Winter,21 who promoted 
the Phoenix palm in Riviera palm landscaping. There is little doubt that the exotic 
symbolism of palms played a large part in the international spread and popularity 
of the Phoenix palm, so much so that by the 1950s it had become one of the most 
widely planted ornamental palms in the world. 

10	  Spennemann, ‘Canary Island’.
11	  Early palm sets were planted in Brazil using imperial palms. See D’Elboux, ‘A promenade’.
12	  Paul Popenoe, ‘The Date-Palm in Antiquity’, The Scientific Monthly 19, no. 3 (1924): 313–25.
13	  See UNESCO World Heritage Convention, ‘Palmeral of Elche’, whc.unesco.org/en/list/930, accessed 6 September 
2024.
14	  Pietro Piana, Charles Watkins and Ross Balzaretti, ‘The Palm Landscapes of the Italian Riviera’, Landscapes 19, 
no. 1 (2018): 43–65, doi.org/10.1080/14662035.2019.1575112.
15	  Pier Campodonico, Gabrielle Campodonico and Claudio Littardi, ‘The Palms in the Riviera From the Latter Half 
of the 19th Century to the First World War’, Palms 59 no. 2 (2015): 63–84.
16	  J. Gaspar Bernárdez Villegas et al., ‘Monumental Palms in Galicia (NW Spain)’, Palms 65, no. 1 (2021): 5–25.
17	  Jean-Christophe Pintaud, ‘From Barcelona to Bordighera: Palm Gardens on Mediterranean Shores’, Palms 46, no.3 
(2002): 150. Date palms can be taller than Phoenix canariensis, but have sparser crowns and slimmer trunks. The trunk 
of canariensis also has prominently marked petiole scars that leave an attractive geometric pattern on the solid trunk.
18	  Zona, ‘The Horticultural History’, 307.
19	  Spennemann, ‘Canary Island’, 86.
20	  Pintaud, ‘From Barcelona to Bordighera’, 150.
21	  Campodonico, ‘The Palms’.

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/930
http://doi.org/10.1080/14662035.2019.1575112
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Figure 1: Palm landscaping in La Coruña, Spain, 2021.
Source: Photographed by J. Gaspar Bernárdez Villegas.
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Before proceeding to outline the introduction of the palm to New Zealand, it is useful 
to consider Figure 1, which shows what Mediterranean palm landscaping looks like. 
This serves to emphasise the point that the appeal of exotic symbolism should not be 
disconnected from the actual visual appearance of a Phoenix palm set, especially as 
they become well established. 

The figure shows two palm sets located in the Gardens of Méndez Núñez in 
La Coruña, Spain. The gardens are an iconic part of the Galician city, and whereas 
the north-western part of Spain is some distance from the French and Italian Rivieras, 
it  is comparable to them. The photographs give a good visual feel for the striking 
effect of a collected group of Phoenix palms, helping to explain the popularity of 
such palm landscaping. The top photograph shows part of a group of eight palms 
in a circular formation, and the second shows part of a double avenue of more than 
50, both of which were planted in 1913.22 Garden design aesthetics do vary, and not 
everyone likes palms; however, as can be seen, the tall and robust palms, grouped 
together, present an undeniably noticeable effect. 

Introduction to New Zealand
The spread of the Phoenix palm to Australia occurred not long after its popularity in 
Europe and elsewhere began to grow. Spenneman23 traces the introduction of the palm 
in Australia to the botanic gardens in Hobart in 1877. He details how other botanic 
gardens soon followed suit, with the botanic garden directors in Melbourne and Sydney 
playing an important role in popularising the palm. Like overseas, Phoenix palm sets 
were quickly employed in amenity planting, and again Melbourne and Sydney had 
early examples of large plantings of the palm.24 There is little doubt that New Zealand 
horticulturalists and professional gardeners were aware of these developments (see below). 

Specifically discussing the ‘passion for palms’ in Perth, Gillian Lilleyman asks ‘what 
lay behind the choice of palms?’25 In answer she notes: 

voyaging to Australia from the mid-1880s onwards, came via the Suez Canal. 
Contemporary travellers describe the impressive palms near the Red Sea and 
at Colombo. Gardeners could not fail but be inspired, especially as palms were 
high fashion in Victorian Britain. There, palms were restricted to indoor or 
glass house cultivation. The novelty of being able to grow such plants in open 
situations would ensure their popularity Australia-wide. Palms were a novelty 
in themselves, as many species were new to horticulture.26 

22	  J. Gaspar Bernárdez Villegas, personal communication.
23	  Dirk Spenneman, ‘Canary Island Date Palms (Phoenix canariensis) in Australia: Introduction and Early 
Dispersal’, Palms 62, no. 4 (2018): 185–201.
24	  Tony Rodd, ‘Palms’, in The Oxford Companion to Australian Gardens, ed. Richard Aitken and Michael Looker 
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2002), 459–61.
25	  Gillian Lilleyman, ‘A Passion for Palms: Municipal Gardening in Perth and the Work of Henry Campbell’, Early 
Days: Journal of the Royal Western Australian Historical Society 13, no.1 (2007): 17–35.
26	  Ibid., 30.
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It is not known whether immigrant gardeners in New Zealand were also inspired by 
palms near the Red Sea and at Colombo, or perhaps more by the palm sets of the 
French and Italian Rivieras;27 however, a first extension of Lilleyman’s explanation is 
to note that when the Phoenix palm got to New Zealand it was not known how well 
it would grow here. Initially there was a tendency to follow the Victorian fashion and 
use the palm as an indoor feature, as shown in some of the first nursery catalogues 
offering the palm for sale: The Auckland firm D. Hay and Son’s 1891 catalogue 
advertised ‘Beautiful palms for domestic purposes; will grow in the open in sheltered 
situation’.28 By 1899, presumably because of trial plantings outdoors, the same 
nurseryman’s catalogue, while still recommending the Phoenix palm as an indoor 
plant, included it with other palms as ‘sufficiently hardy to grow in the open air’. It is 
not known precisely when and where the first Phoenix palms were planted in the 
open, but it seems fair to say that from the late 1890s they were indeed being planted 
outside, many of them being in Auckland.29 

The attention Lilleyman drew to hardiness and novelty also provides another 
important point of context regarding the introduction of the Phoenix palm in New 
Zealand, particularly in sets. The key point is that other palms were in use before the 
Phoenix palm was taken up, but as discussed below this proved no barrier to a quickly 
developing preference for the Phoenix palm. Figure 2 gives an example of other palms 
used in sets before the Phoenix palm.

In the upper photograph, visible behind the statue of Queen Victoria in Auckland’s 
Albert Park, is a double row of Trachycarpus fortunei, known by the common name 
Chinese windmill or Chusan palm.30 This palm was known to be very cold-hardy, 
thus ideal for New Zealand conditions. They were donated by the former governor 
and premier Sir George Grey and were planted about 1882, just after Albert Park 
was established,31 thus explaining their size in this 1906 photograph. The second 
photograph shows a ‘Nikau Avenue’ in Bellevue Gardens in Lower Hutt, near 
Wellington. This had originally been the private garden of Alfred Ludlam, who much 
admired the nikau palm (Rhopalostylis sapida)32 and conserved some of the specimens 
from the original bush to form a very early local example of a palm set.33 As an 
estimate, the palms look to be at least 30 years old in the 1902 photograph, thus 
offering a good height and contrast effect. In general, though, at this time nikaus 
were not frequently used in amenity landscaping, perhaps due to a prevalent attitude 
that they belonged in the bush, and would not thrive in parks and amenity gardens.34 

27	  Clearly, palms also invoke a tropical island image, hence their ‘natural’ affinity in New Zealand’s island topography, 
though of course the climate is much cooler than the northern and central Pacific Islands. 
28	  From the original catalogue, electronic access provided courtesy of Louise Beaumont.
29	  The nursery of D. Hay & Sons was in Montpellier, Auckland.
30	  Mike Wilcox, ‘Palms in Auckland’, Auckland Botanical Society Journal 57, no. 2 (2002): 114–22.
31	  ‘Auckland Sharemarket’, Auckland Star, 21 September 1882, 3.
32	  New Zealand’s only endemic palm, being the southernmost in the world. See Wilcox, ‘Palms in Auckland’.
33	  Katherine Raine, ‘1860s–1900: Victorian Gardens’, in A History of the Garden in New Zealand, ed. Matthew 
Bradbury (Auckland: Viking, 1995), 107.
34	  See for example ‘Re Beautifying the Streets’, New Zealand Herald (Auckland), 6 November 1901, 7.
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Figure 2: Early New Zealand palm sets.
Notes: (Top) Queen Victoria statue, Albert Park, Auckland, 1906; (Bottom) Nikau Avenue, Bellevue 
Garden, Lower Hutt, 1902.
Source: Auckland Libraries Heritage Collections 1-W1410 and NZG-19021108-1179-01. 
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Both of these early examples show a New Zealand version of ‘palm landscaping’, 
using palms known to grow in local conditions: the nikau because it was endemic 
here, and the Chinese windmill palm because international experience showed it to 
be among the most hardy of palms. As noted above, it was about the time these 
two photographs were taken that it was also realised the Phoenix palm could easily 
be grown in New Zealand conditions. As far as can be ascertained, it was not until 
1905 that the first Phoenix palm set was planted in New Zealand. This was in Bowen 
Avenue, Auckland, only one hundred metres from the Chinese windmill palm set 
in Albert Park. A newspaper article noted that the palms had been imported from 
Sydney.35 The number of palms comprising this set—seven—was relatively low; 
nevertheless, as they grew it was sufficient to produce the aesthetic effect that by now 
was well known overseas: a row of large columnar trunks topped by a dense crown 
of long, pinnate leaves. 

It is not known who instigated the planting of the Phoenix palm set in Bowen 
Avenue, but more information is available on the next new planting of a set in the 
central Auckland business district. This was about 1914 in Myers Park, believed to be 
an example of the City Beautiful civic improvement movement that was influential 
at the time.36 The planting in Myers Park included a variety of trees and palms in 
the partial ‘slum clearance’ featuring a kindergarten and playground, where the 
choice of Phoenix palms was known to come from Thomas Pearson, Auckland Parks 
Superintendent between 1908 and 1930. It has been noted that ‘the great Phoenix 
Palms are almost regarded as his trademark.’37 Pearson’s role in promoting Phoenix 
palms in Auckland mirrors the already noted importance of palm promoters in the 
French and Italian Riviera landscape. The planting of 25 Phoenix palms in Myers 
Park was clearly a step up in number from the seven of Bowen Avenue, and it still 
remains the largest number of Phoenix palms in one place in the Auckland CBD.38 
But if the number used in a palm set was indicative of a new trend in amenity 
horticulture, it was the Ellerslie Racecourse set 5.5 km to the south-east that provided 
a benchmark as it involved 42 palms,39 planted about the same time as the Myers Park 
set was established.

35	  Untitled, Auckland Star, 7 August 1905, 2.
36	  John Adam, ‘Parks and Public Gardens 1900–1920s’, in A History of the Garden in New Zealand, ed. Matthew 
Bradbury (Auckland: Viking, 1995), 132–3.
37	  ‘Myers Park Designer: A Centennial History of Myers Park’, www.karangahaperoad.com/myers-park-designer, 
accessed 6 September 2024.
38	  Mike Lloyd, ‘The Significant Phoenix Palms of Central Auckland’, Garden History Research Foundation, garden​
historyresearchfoundation.com/2023/12/13/the-significant-phoenix-palms-of-central-auckland, accessed 6 September 
2024.
39	  In the early years the double avenue comprised 34 palms, with eight others close by. At some unknown date this 
number was increased, as the current number listed on the Auckland Register of Notable trees is 63. Also note that 
the road layout was changed over the years, with significant new buildings added along Ascot Avenue (see Google 
Maps for a good overview).

http://www.karangahaperoad.com/myers-park-designer
http://gardenhistoryresearchfoundation.com/2023/12/13/the-significant-phoenix-palms-of-central-auckland
http://gardenhistoryresearchfoundation.com/2023/12/13/the-significant-phoenix-palms-of-central-auckland
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Upping the ante: The Ellerslie Phoenix palm set
Unlike Myers Park’s origin in a partial slum clearance, the Ellerslie Racecourse gardens 
had been a drawcard for Aucklanders for many years. In 1873 a railway line had linked 
central Auckland to Ellerslie enabling ‘hundreds of Aucklanders to visit the Ellerslie 
Zoological gardens established [there] during the 1870s’.40 The zoo included 32 acres 
(13 hectares) of landscaped gardens which were eventually subsumed within the grounds 
of Ellerslie Racecourse.41 By the early 1900s horse racing was a very widely followed sport 
with considerable business and political influence,42 and as William Mackie’s history of 
the Auckland Racing Club shows, the well-tended gardens became an appealing part 
of a trip to the races.43 Mackie’s history includes several photographs of the palms,44 but 
does not date the planting of the Phoenix palm avenue.45 Newspaper reports of late 
1913 do however mention a forthcoming planting. In a New Zealand Herald article 
with the byline ‘Extensive improvements—Imposing Entrances—Roadways and 
Avenues—Big Building Programme’, it is noted that ‘numerous palms are also to be 
planted’. 46 Subsequent newspaper articles do name the palms as Phoenix canariensis, 
so it is reasonable to think the Ellerslie set was planted in either 1913 or 1914. 

Within a few years of the set’s planting, glowing praise appeared in newspaper 
articles. Even as early as 1921, when the palms would have been only seven or eight 
years old, a New Zealand Herald supplement first notes that the different species 
of Phoenix ‘are specially adapted to our climate, and are unique in their habit of 
growth and exceedingly graceful in appearance’, going on to note that ‘The noble 
specimens, most of Phœnix canariensis, growing in the fullest perfection and beauty 
in the grounds of Ellerslie racecourse and various other public and private gardens 
in and around our city, are fitting examples as to the adaptability of these palms for 
general planting.’47 By this time the existing Phoenix palm sets at Bowen Avenue and 
Myers Park had been added to by a group of 13 at Devonport (planted circa 1919), 
but given the number planted at Ellerslie was the largest in a set, it seems to have 
garnered special mention. 

40	  Stephanie Chapman, Character and Heritage Study Ellerslie (Auckland: Boffa Miskell and Salmon Reed Architects, 
2004), 20.
41	  Ibid.
42	  Greg Ryan, ‘“You are Absolutely Indifferent to the Call of Your King”: Horse Racing, War and Politics in New 
Zealand 1914–18’, Journal of War & Culture Studies 13, no. 4 (2020): 365–82, doi.org/10.1080/17526272.2020.​
1829787.
43	  William N. Mackie, A Noble Breed: The Auckland Racing Club 1874–1974 (Auckland: Wilson & Horton, 1974).
44	  Note that the earliest planting of Phoenix palms at Ellerslie was a group of six planted around a fountain in the 
surrounding bedding plant area, thus the palms were being used more like potted plants. It is not known if these 
were subsequently transplanted elsewhere in the grounds. A photograph dated 1908 can be seen in David Johnson, 
Auckland City Life: A Celebration of Yesteryear (Auckland: David Bateman, 1991), 80.
45	  Mackie does note (A Noble Breed, 122) that Henry Lohrman was a gardener at Ellerslie who left for Melbourne 
in 1910, but then returned, to be appointed head gardener in July 1912. He would have been aware of the Phoenix 
palms that were well established in Melbourne, hence it is possible this was part of the inspiration for planting the 
new avenue at Ellerslie.
46	  ‘Ellerslie Racecourse’, New Zealand Herald, 22 September 1913, 9.
47	  ‘The Garden’, New Zealand Herald, 26 March 1921, 3.

http://doi.org/10.1080/17526272.2020.1829787
http://doi.org/10.1080/17526272.2020.1829787
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At this time, the correlative effect of high praise for the Phoenix palm was a devaluation 
of both the nikau and Chinese windmill palms, which as we saw above predated the 
Phoenix as a specimen used for palm sets. This happened not just in Auckland: an 
article discussing which palms could be grown in Hamilton (about 120 km to the 
south) noted that ‘first and foremost in hardiness if not in beauty is the Fan Palm 
(chamacrops excelsa).’48 It goes on to say that ‘Nikau palms grow in the bush around 
us, yet they are hard to grow “in captivity” [and] are probably the most disappointing 
of our native trees.’49 Only a year later an article focusing on Auckland makes exactly 
the same point, adding in a superlative description of the Ellerslie racecourse set:

Palm groves produce lasting impressions that cannot well be effaced from the 
memory. For instance our native nikau, a not uncommon sight in our forests, is 
unfortunately unsuitable for open positions. There are several varieties of palms 
that will grow and flourish well in our city … A proper system of arrangement 
is absolutely necessary in the planting and grouping of those varieties that are 
unsuitable as single specimens and in selecting only such as will thrive in the 
open, notably the Phoenix canariensis, that requires ample room to develop 
and attain to such magnificent specimens as those at the Ellerslie racecourse. 
The gaunt ugly specimens of the Chamaerops excelsa, or Chinese palms, with 
their weather-beaten leaves, to be seen in Albert Park are striking examples of 
wrong planting[.]50 

Figure 3: Ellerslie Racecourse, circa 1925.
Source: Hugh and G. K. Neill photograph. P1971-008/1-20151. Hocken Collections, University of 
Otago, Dunedin. 

48	  This is a misspelling of Chamaerops excelsa, the now superseded botanical name for the Chinese windmill palm.
49	  ‘Garden Notes.’ Waikato Times, 6 September 1924, 18.
50	  ‘Flowering Cherries’, New Zealand Herald, 24 October 1925, 4.
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Naturally, judgements about the value of specific plants will vary, but there is an 
interesting question that is pertinent to pursue from the above extract. It is this: 
given that we can date the planting of the Ellerslie Phoenix palm set to 1913–14, 
what would they have looked like in 1925 when they were described as magnificent 
specimens? Helping to answer this question is the undated photograph seen in Figure 
3. This was probably taken about 1925,51 that is, the same time as the New Zealand 
Herald article that was so effusive in its praise for the Phoenix palm. 

The photograph shows a double row of palms of uniform height—about 2.5 metres. 
At this age (about 12 years), the notable trunk is yet to appear. The lower leaves have 
been pruned, leaving only the fresh foliage of the young crown, showing that the palms 
have been carefully tended by the gardeners. The photograph seems to have been 
taken near the beginning of one end of the double row, which extends for 250 metres 
(as measured from Google Maps). There are also smaller annuals and perennials 
planted underneath the palms, again showing the care that has gone into garden 
presentation. This all adds to the visual effect; however, the choice of ‘magnificent 
specimens’ as a description still seems worth discussion. Part of the problem here is 
that in looking back from the current moment, a time when 15-metre tall Phoenix 
palms are commonly seen, it is difficult to accurately gauge people’s reactions to 
the set at Ellerslie in 1925 when they were still relatively small. In this regard, the 
contextual point is worth emphasising that at this time public parks and gardens in 
New Zealand towns and cities had relatively sparse planting,52 and even though there 
were concerns about housing problems and the state of inner cities,53 town planning 
was only just beginning to be promoted. As noted earlier regarding the devaluation 
of other palms, it is not as if palms were entirely new; however, at the time of this 
photograph was taken the Phoenix palm was relatively unique, just beginning to 
make a strong entrance into the local version of ‘palm landscaping’. It is also worth 
emphasising that, relative to other palms, the Phoenix has a rapid growth rate and 
its crown is often much denser in foliage (see the criticism of the Chinese windmill 
palm), so it may be that even as early as 1925 people were impressed by its potential 
more than its actuality. Even at an early age then, the Phoenix palm set at Ellerslie 
had a presence that could only expand as the palms grew to be ‘monumental’.54 

51	  The estimate of 1925 is based upon comparison with the size of the palms in a newspaper photograph of 1929. 
See ‘Palms for War Memorial Grounds’, New Zealand Herald, 24 August 1929, 8.
52	  See Matt Morris, Common Ground: Garden Histories of Aotearoa (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2020), 70. 
53	  Emina Petrovic, ‘Early Twentieth Century Town Planning Improvements in New Zealand’, Architectural History 
Aotearoa 1 (2004): 71–81, doi.org/10.26686/aha.v1i0.7897.
54	  ‘Monumental’ is a term used to classify notable trees and palms. For example, see Bernárdez Villegas, ‘Monumental 
Palms.’

http://doi.org/10.26686/aha.v1i0.7897
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There is no reason to doubt that visitors to Ellerslie really were highly impressed by 
the double row of palms. Briefly, other material can be brought in here to bolster this 
argument. Large races at Ellerslie attracted visitors from throughout New Zealand, 
thus familiarising non-Aucklanders with the new landscape trope of Phoenix palm 
sets. This in turn led to the spread of further superlative commentary; here for example 
are some comments from ‘A Dunedinite in Auckland’ published in the Otago Daily 
Times, a Dunedin newspaper, in 1930:

Visitors to Auckland must be struck with the ferns and palms that grow in 
abundance … Many [gardens] are graced with a sub-tropical palm which 
grows to a great height and is very attractive to the eye … Visitors should on 
no account miss seeing Ellerslie racecourse, whether races are being held or 
not. I think the gardens here are the most beautiful I have ever seen. The main 
pathway from the entrance gates passes through an avenue of huge palms, and 
this should be sufficient of an attraction in itself.55 

The visitor from Dunedin was presumably not an Auckland ‘booster’, but was 
obviously strongly impressed by the ‘avenue of huge palms,’ even if at this time their 
height would have been in the order of only 3–4 metres. The description as ‘huge’ is 
probably partly explained by there being few, if any, Phoenix palms in Dunedin at 
this time. 

Relatedly, there is an example of visits to Ellerslie from people living even further 
south than Dunedin. A photograph album56 belonging to a Mataura woman includes 
two photographs of the palm set, probably taken in the mid-1930s. Other parts of 
the album include the Auckland highlights of Piha Beach, and lions at the Zoo, but 
these two photographs clearly show that the Ellerslie racecourse palm set was equally 
notable, and worthy of inclusion in a photograph album of the time. 

Given that Phoenix palms can live for over 200 years, these photographs show the 
palms in their relative infancy. The 1954 aerial photograph in Figure 4 updates these 
family album photographs and additionally gives a better indication of the scale of 
the Ellerslie double avenue. There is little doubt that the noticeability of this robust, 
well-tended double row could only grow in significance as the years progressed, 
as described in the remainder of this article.

55	  ‘Our Largest City’, Otago Daily Times, 26 December 1930, 10.
56	  Thanks to Gael Liston for access to this album, which originally belonged to a grandparent of hers resident in 
Mataura who had relatives living in Auckland. The town is about 150 km west-south-west of Dunedin.
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Figure 4: Aerial view of Ellerslie, 1954.
Source: Whites Aviation Ltd. WA-34940-F. Alexander Turnbull Library, Wellington. 

The varied work of an exemplar
Given that the significant spread of Phoenix palm sets occurred from five to ten 
decades ago, the fine detail of how this radiating effect occurred is hard to precisely 
substantiate. It also often involves a complex imbrication of actors and material 
resources and constraints. Nevertheless, sufficient examples can be discussed which 
further our understanding. Below, this is divided into three short sections: first is the 
example of how the Ellerslie set worked as an exemplar for key Auckland actors to 
promote palms in Whangarei; second is the example of how the Ellerslie set became 
a seed source for a new set at Kingseat Hospital; and third is the example of how the 
Ellerslie set became a reference point for planting new sets, which in turn then went 
on to become exemplars themselves. 

Whangarei: 1920–1940s
Being 130 km north of Auckland, Whangarei is an excellent growing environment 
for even tender palms. This was apparent to Clement Wragge, a well-known palm 
enthusiast, who among other things had a business based in Birkenhead, Auckland, 
growing and selling the palms he favoured (he had sold palms to Auckland City Council 
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from 1916).57 In 1918 a newspaper report on the Whangarei Borough Council says 
that ‘in the course of fulfilling an order for palms [Wragge] gave an interesting sketch 
of how Mander Park might be made beautiful by planting’.58 Regarding this suggestion 
the minutes record ‘No action was taken’, but it is clear that Wragge persisted, as a 
little over a year later a letter from him is noted ‘drawing attention to the fact that the 
season was opportune for planting Mander Park and offering tropical palms.’59 Again 
no action was taken, however, yet because Wragge had already sold palms, and had 
been persistent in wanting to sell more, his actions helped provide a fertile ground 
for further palm planting in Whangarei. It was subsequent separate visits from other 
palm enthusiasts—Pearson and Albert Hill—that built upon his initial promotional 
activities. Both of these men had a preference for and direct experience with Phoenix 
palms, a palm that was lower down on Wragge’s list of preferences.60 

In January 1920 it was reported that ‘Mr Albert Hill, who has been for 22 years 
connected with Ellerslie Racecourse, has been in Whangarei in consultation with the 
Whangarei Racing Club officials. He has been giving advice as to the laying out of 
Kensington Park, and will submit plans.’ Kensington Park was owned by the council 
but leased long-term to the Racing Club; it had a full-sized racecourse and a large 
amount of vacant space around its borders. Only a month later an article reporting 
the activities of the Whangarei Beautifying Society reports that ‘A letter was read 
from the superintendent of the Auckland Parks and Reserves [Pearson] expressing 
pleasure at the work accomplished in Whangarei, and acceding to the invitation to 
pay a visit of inspection and suggestion.’61 It seems reasonable to infer that because 
Pearson was a known Phoenix palm fan, with an established connection to the design 
of Myers Park, and was at the time undertaking further new plantings of the palm 
around Auckland, Phoenix palms definitely would have been promoted for planting 
in Whangarei.62 More specifically, whereas direct connections are undocumented, 
it clearly seems that Hill did promote Phoenix palms during his consultation with 
the Whangarei Racing Club over the layout of their racecourse. This seems to have 
taken several years to come into effect; nevertheless, the open spaces at Kensington 
Park did become the site of a new Phoenix palm set, like the Ellerslie set planted in 
the grounds of a racecourse. Figure 5 shows a view of this set taken in 2023. 

57	  John Adam, The Waiata Tropical Gardens at Birkenhead, unpublished report for Auckland City Council, 2011.
58	  ‘Whangarei Borough Council’, Northern Advocate (Whangarei), 9 July 1918, 4.
59	  ‘Whangarei Borough Council’, Northern Advocate, 9 September 1919, 4.
60	  Adam, ‘The Waiata Tropical Gardens’.
61	  ‘Whangarei Beautifying Society’, Northern Advocate, 16 February 1920, 1.
62	  A 1926 newspaper article comments on palms in the Rose Street triangle presenting a pleasing sight: ‘Local and 
General’, Northern Advocate, 4 March 1926, 4. Two Phoenix palms still grow there today. 
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Figure 5: Kensington Park, Whangarei, May 2023.
Source: Google Earth street view.

Kensington Park ceased being a racecourse in 1977, being converted to a large sports 
ground, and in the photograph we can see many of the 27 palms in a single row 
adjoining the sports field. No direct information is available on the date of planting; 
however, a Whites Aviation aerial photograph from 1955, and other historic 
photographs, reasonably suggest circa 1942 as a planting date. Whereas no record 
exists of a direct link between the promotional activities of Pearson and Hill, it looks 
very likely that they at least provided an initial impetus for the planting. The fact that 
it occurred over 22 years after their visits is possibly attributable to the slow pace of 
council actions and the fact that it clearly operated on a limited budget.63 With 27 
palms, the set is smaller than the Ellerslie one, but clearly can be seen to follow the 
precedent of the Auckland exemplar. 

Interestingly, there are several other racecourses in the North Island with Phoenix 
palm sets. These include Trentham (6), Awapuni (24), Whanganui (10), Gisborne 
(18) and Te Aroha, with the impressive number of 95. In these cases, no direct record 
is available of a specific connection to the Ellerslie set; however, given the well-known 
movement of horse racing people throughout the country it is hard to imagine 
there was no awareness of the Ellerslie precedent. Because the grounds of racetracks 
have plenty of space, and can be quite bare without planting, there was certainly 
the opportunity to mimic the landscape trope established by the Ellerslie Phoenix 
palm set. 

63	  Many reports on council activities in the Northern Advocate mention financial constraints.
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Seeds to Kingseat
Because Phoenix palms will begin producing viable seed after about seven years,64 
this meant that the older palms in existence quite quickly became a local seed source, 
displacing any need for nurserymen to import it. This happened during the economic 
constraints related to the Great Depression, hence the availability of cheaper (or free) 
seed sources appears significant in furthering the rapid spread of Phoenix palm sets. 
There is a good example in Kingseat Hospital, a psychiatric facility that was situated in 
Karaka, about 20 km south of central Auckland. This was built over the years between 
1929 and 1932, and as the fiftieth anniversary history of the facility details, after the 
Napier earthquake of 1931 there was a pause in building which ‘gave the staff and their 
working parties a chance to develop the grounds’, including sourcing native plants for 
free from various locations.65 Also helping to reduce the costs of forming gardens, it 
appears that for some time the directors of Ellerslie Racecourse Gardens contributed 
surplus annual plants (for bedding displays). However, the history also notes that 
annuals were not the only plant sourced from Ellerslie: ‘Some time in 1929, Murdock 
McKenzie collected phoenix palm seeds from a tree that stood in a small park behind 
George Courts, Queen Street. Palms grown from this humble beginning, now line 
the main drive. Those in other areas derive from Ellerslie Racecourse stock.’66 It is not 
known whether the Ellerslie palms were donated, but either way the example shows 
that by 1929 the influence of the palm set moved from not just a sight to be enthused 
over, but to an actual source for new plantings. Furthermore, in the Kingseat example, 
we can see how the new planting also made use of a significant number of palms. This 
is illustrated in Figure 6, two photographs of Kingseat Hospital grounds taken in 1967. 

The top photograph shows the main entrance drive lined with the double row of 21 
Phoenix palms sourced from the park in Queen Street. The bottom photograph shows 
a view from towards the end of the entrance drive looking across a large field to a 
significant building, this time showing Phoenix palms slightly more spread out. These 
are ones sourced from Ellerslie Racecourse, and a close look at Google Maps shows that 
there are at least 40 palms in the other areas, away from the main drive, of the now 
closed Kingseat Hospital. In these photographs the palms are 38 years old, indicating 
how quickly they attain a size sufficient to constitute a significant visual presence. 
Mirroring the early effusive description of the Ellerslie set, the palms at Kingseat also 
attracted strong positive comment. For example, an article about nurses being needed at 
the hospital outlines the ‘attractions of Kingseat’, noting that ‘The visitor to the hospital 
for the first time is deeply impressed by the general layout, with its wide entrance drive, 
bordered by palms, framing a vista of the main buildings at the far end.’67 This comment 
was made when the palms were 11 years old, again showing that the Phoenix palm set 
was an admired landscape trope, even when the palms were relatively small. 

64	  Spennemann, ‘Canary Island’.
65	  Kingseat Jubilee Editorial Committee, Kingseat Hospital, 50 Years, 1932–1982 (Auckland: The Committee, 
1981), 7.
66	  Ibid., 8.
67	  ‘Nurses Needed’, Auckland Star, 30 August 1944, 8.
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Figure 6: Kingseat Hospital, 1967.
Source: Communicate New Zealand Collection, R24730958 and R24730959. Archives New 
Zealand, Wellington. 
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In a parallel to other New Zealand racecourses having Phoenix palm sets, there is also 
the intriguing case of the repetition of a palm set planting in the Horowhenua district 
at the Kimberley Centre in Levin, about 50 km north of Wellington. In the 1980s 
this was the ‘largest intellectually-handicapped hospital in the southern hemisphere.’68 
The 36 Phoenix palms there were planted circa 1960, and were retained as a significant 
feature of the grounds when a local business family bought the vacant site in 2014 to 
develop as the Speldhurst Country Estate. Again, no direct information is available 
on the reasons for choosing to plant Phoenix palms, but mental health professionals 
also moved about the country, just as the horse racing fraternity did. Kingseat was 
similar to the Kimberley Centre in its size and significance, not closing until 1999, 
and so there was ample opportunity for associations to be made between staff in 
the facilities, perhaps leading to the decision to include a Phoenix palm set at the 
Kimberley Centre. 

Ellerslie as exemplar
By the mid-1930s there is little doubt that the Ellerslie Phoenix palm set was a well-
known exemplar for a new amenity landscape trope in New Zealand. Again, it is 
difficult explicitly to trace connections, but articles can be found in New Zealand 
newspapers which refer back to Ellerslie as a source of inspiration for new sets to be 
planted. Two examples are sufficient to gain a feel for the nature of this phenomenon. 
In 1934 a large article reporting council activities in Palmerston North (about 125 km 
north of Wellington) contains the following:

Authority was given by the Palmerston North City Council last evening for 
the purchase by the curator (Mr P. Black) … of some three-year old Phoenix 
palms to be planted on each side of the new drive in the Botanical Gardens 
adjoining the Esplanade. The curator stated that the palms would be similar 
to those growing at Ellerslie racecourse and at Myers Park, Auckland. With 
protection during the first few winters, he considered they would soon become 
acclimatised in Palmerston North.69 

Given that the palms are named as Phoenix, the slight ambiguity where the article 
says ‘the palms would be similar’ seems best interpreted to the effect that the planned 
double avenue will produce an effect similar to that seen at Ellerslie and Myers Park. 
Not long after this, many other Phoenix palm sets were planted in Palmerston North, 
with Peter Black fulfilling a role in promoting the palm similar to that of Pearson in 
Auckland. The Esplanade double avenue of 3670 palms went on to become a notable 

68	  Ann Hunt, ‘Kimberley Centre 60th Anniver[s]ary’, Scoop Independent News (2005), www.scoop.co.nz/stories/
GE0507/S00098/kimberley-centre-60th-anniverary.htm, accessed 6 September 2024.
69	  Untitled, Manawatu Standard, 16 October 1934, 6.
70	  It is interesting to note the similarity in the number in each double avenue—originally 34 at Ellerslie and 36 at 
the Esplanade. 

http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/GE0507/S00098/kimberley-centre-60th-anniverary.htm
http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/GE0507/S00098/kimberley-centre-60th-anniverary.htm
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feature of the Palmerston North gardens, including promotion in picture postcards.71 
Furthermore, by the 1960s the Palmerston North set in turn became the stimulus for 
the planting of another significant double avenue: the 110 Phoenix palms that line 
the main street of Pahiatua (23 km east of Palmerston North), planted circa 1960.72 

About the same time the Palmerston North set was planted, not far north in 
Whanganui, similar events are reported, but with interesting features. A December 
1935 article on ‘City Reserves’ details that ‘In the city nursery are planted several 
hundred Canary Island palms, species similar to those which form the imposing 
entrance to the Ellerslie course at Auckland, and these will be planted in and around 
the city.’73 Under two months later, in a letter to the newspaper on river-bank 
beautification, P. J. Walker noted that ‘Phoenix canariensis date palms’ had been 
purchased two years ago: ‘The desire of the Beautifying Society was to have a beautiful 
grove of palms similar to those on Ellerslie Racecourse, and also at Devonport, 
Auckland.’74 The article goes on to note that ‘this spring the 20 palms were planted … 
and would give a very tropical appearance and would create a favourable impression 
on visitors from the south when crossing the town bridge.’ There are two interesting 
things about these reports. First, Whanganui already had a Phoenix palm set, at 
Virginia Gardens, bordering the main highway north, but rather than refer to its own 
extant set, then 12 years old, the writer chooses to reference the ‘imposing entrance 
to the Ellerslie course’ as the exemplar. Second, as regards the 1936 article, because it 
locates where the ‘Phoenix palms’ were planted we can note an interesting mistake: 
the palms planted in this location were Mexican fan palms (Washingtonia robusta), 
not Phoenix palms. Such mistakes over botanical identification are not uncommon, 
but what is notable about this is that again the Ellerslie set is used as the exemplar 
to follow. Correspondents, and even reporters, may not have been skilled at palm 
identification, but they certainly knew that the Ellerslie set was an exemplar that 
could be relied upon when promoting the planting of new palm sets. Hence it is 
no surprise that between the mid-1920s and the late 1930s, further sets of Phoenix 
palms were established in Whanganui, including a significant group in the town’s 
central park (Pukenamu Queen’s Park). It is not known exactly where the remaining 
palms of the ‘several hundred’ in the city nursery went, but they may well have been 
spread wider in the district. 

Even just two specific examples help establish a lineage of influence. With the Ellerslie 
Racecourse set’s establishment in 1913–14, it becomes available as a reference point 
when a set of 36 is planted in Palmerston North in 1934, with that set in turn leading 
to, about 1960, a large set of 110 in Pahiatua. Similarly, several sets were planted in 
Whanganui, with clear reference back to the exemplar of the Ellerslie set. It seems 

71	  Michael Roche, ‘Peter Black, City Curator and Father of the Esplanade, 1908 to 1946’, Manawatu Journal of 
History 16 (2020): 38–47.
72	  Steve Carle, personal communication.
73	  ‘City Reserves’, Wanganui Chronicle, 6 December 1935, 6.
74	  ‘River-Bank Beautification’, Wanganui Chronicle, 28 January 1936, 6. 
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reasonable to think that the Ellerslie set was similarly influential in other parts of 
the North Island. Starting in the 1920s, and increasing throughout the 1930s and 
1940s, Phoenix palm sets rapidly spread, with notable plantings in Hamilton, Raglan, 
Tauranga, Rotorua, Gisborne, Napier, Whitianga, and Levin. The largest number of 
Phoenix palms in a single site is found in Waihi’s ‘Parry Palm Avenue’ where 150 were 
planted in 1939 so that the town could ‘play its part’ in the memorialisation of New 
Zealand’s centennial the following year.75 In Auckland many other Phoenix palm sets 
were established, but the collection at Ellerslie racecourse remained the largest on 
a single site. 

Conclusion
The Ellerslie racecourse Phoenix palm set was by no means the only noticeably 
appreciated group, and there is no sense in which respective sites were competing 
against each other to be the most influential. When other sets were planted, this served 
more to consolidate a growing sense of a new local palm landscape trend. Over time, 
Ellerslie remained a key reference point for this trend due to several factors. In brief, 
it was in the right place, at the right time, and it had the right size. Consequently, 
it very much helped to establish a situation where Phoenix palms became part of the 
background landscape to New Zealand lives. Because of assumptions about cold-
hardiness, this is more the case in the North Island; nonetheless, there are significant 
Phoenix palm sets in South Island towns and cities, including Nelson, Blenheim, 
Picton, Greymouth, Christchurch and Timaru.76 Clearly, the number in the Ellerslie 
set was significant, as was the early planting date (1913 or 1914). The set was planted 
in New Zealand’s largest city, close to the city centre in an easily accessible location, 
in a racecourse known for its gardens. There, significant events drew thousands of 
spectators, who between races would mill about among the double avenue of palms. 
Whether attending the races or not, visitors to Auckland would visit the gardens, and 
certainly for visitors from the deep south, a photograph of the Ellerslie palms was 
a natural addition to an album. Further, in Pearson, Auckland had a strong promoter 
of Phoenix palm sets, and his promotional work was complemented specifically 
in racecourses by Hill (and probably others from Ellerslie). As the influence of the 
Ellerslie exemplar grew, other promoters of Phoenix palm sets emerged, for example 
in Napier, Palmerston North and Whanganui, thus ensuring the further spread of 
this landscape trope. 

75	  ‘N.Z. Centennial’, Waihi Daily Telegraph, 27 March 1939, 2.
76	  There are sole specimens growing in Dunedin and Invercargill, but no palm sets in these two southernmost New 
Zealand cities.
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Somewhat ironically, about 90 years after the planting of the Ellerslie set, the Phoenix 
palm was classified as a pest plant in Auckland, albeit with some resistance.77 How 
and why this happened is a topic for further research, and is partly connected to 
the study of a resurgent preference for the nikau palm. The effect of this pest plant 
classification is that sooner or later Phoenix palms will start disappearing from the 
Auckland landscape, as with the death or removal of a Phoenix palm there can be no 
legitimate replanting. Nevertheless, partly because of the way the Ellerslie set became 
an exemplar for further plantings, the Phoenix palm’s legacy in New Zealand will 
remain strong. There has been some spread southwards of negativity towards Phoenix 
palms due to the Auckland pest plant classification; however, most towns and cities 
in New Zealand have not followed suit. The palm is certainly not so heavily planted 
as in its halcyon days—the 1920s to the 1950s—but there is the odd new set being 
planted, plus in the example of moves to transplant old specimens78 there is a clear 
indication that old palms are still highly valued. It may be that the centre of the exotic 
appeal of the Phoenix palm moves further south to regions that were slow to follow 
the Ellerslie exemplar. There is no guarantee that residents of Dunedin and Mataura 
will find their local council promoting the planting of a Phoenix palm set, however, 
a relatively short trip to Timaru’s Caroline Bay will provide them an impressive view 
of the southernmost set in the world.

77	  ‘Gardeners to Fight ARC Palm Ban’, New Zealand Herald, 12 January 2006. There were two main reasons for 
the pest plant classification: first, self-sown seedlings were becoming weeds in natural areas, competing with native 
vegetation; secondly, spines on Phoenix palm fronds can cause wounding injuries, and reports of such had been 
collated and used to promote resistance to the palm.
78	  ‘Palms Need Intensive Care After Transplant’, Manawatu Standard, 14 November 2020. This is an example of 
significant expenditure on transplanting 15 Phoenix palms (planted circa 1950) at the CET Arena, Palmerston North. 
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