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Karaka is a small, evergreen tree normally obtaining a height of 6-12 metres. 

Mature specimens have a dense, rounded crown supported by stout, 

spreading branches which, along with the trunk, have a greyish bark. The 

oval-shaped leaves are thick, alternatively arranged on the stem, with a dark 

glossy green on the upper surface. The fruit of the karaka is quite large and 

elliptical in shape. Initially the fruit is dark green, but ripens from January to 

April when it becomes a bright orange colour. 

The distribution of karaka nationwide is predominately coastal and low 

altitude, with trees most frequently found less than one kilometre from the 

coast, and at altitudes less than 40 metres. Recent research studying the 

distribution of karaka within New Zealand showed that prior to the arrival of 

Polynesians, karaka was probably restricted to the Northland and Auckland 

regions. Its natural range was then extended by human translocation and 

cultivation to the lower North Island, South Island, Kermadec Islands, 

Chatham Islands, and many other in-shore islands. 

In coastal Waikato, there is extensive evidence of the widespread planting 

of karaka by early Māori. In this region, karaka plantations are often referred 

to in the context of mahinga kai (food gathering places) and are listed 

alongside other important resources and where they could be found. 

Karaka figures prominently 

alongside kūmara, fern 

root, and hīnau as the most 

important ‘wild staples’ eaten 

by Māori. The outer fleshy 

pulp of karaka fruit was eaten, 

but it was the kernel that was 

prized as an article of food. 

Nutritionally, the treated 

kernels have a food 

value resembling oatmeal. However, when eaten raw, the kernel is 

extremely poisonous to humans and dogs, but cattle and pigs appear 

to be immune. 

To neutralise the poisonous component, the kernels were steamed 

or baked in hāngī, before being transferred to loosely woven baskets. 

These were steeped in ponds or running water for days or even 

weeks, being shaken at intervals to remove the husk around the seed. 

They could be stored for up to three years, if necessary. Large baskets 

of karaka kernels were used extensively by Māori when travelling, as 

they required no further cooking before being eaten. 

Karaka fruit
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Cultural significance of karaka


