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Pīngao growing in the dunes at Whaingaroa’s Ngaranui Beach.

Pīngao weaving.

Kawakawa - the medicine plant

Kawakawa leaves.

Kawakawa shrubs growing under ancient 
pōhutukawa on the west coast.

Kawakawa, Macropiper excelsum, is a shrub or small tree with erect 

branches, growing to three to four metres in height but on better sites 

may reach six metres. The broad, heart-shaped leaves have a smooth 

surface, arranged in an alternating pattern. When growing in the 

shade, kawakawa leaves are dark green, tending to be lighter on the 

under surface, but on open grown plants the leaves develop a yellow 

hue.

The name kawakawa in Māori refers to the bitter taste of the leaves, 

from kawa bitter.

Kawakawa is restricted to coastal and lowland forest, seldom over 

200 metres above sea level. Close to the coast it forms part of the 

dwarf forest, along with other species which tolerate exposed coastal 

situations such as karaka, ngaio, māhoe, akeake and pōhutukawa. 

Even though kawkawa can be grown successfully in the open, it is one 

of our few native trees which can form a dense under-storey in deep 

shade. It is therefore an ideal species for planting in heavily-shaded 

areas in the garden, or as an under-storey to native trees. It tolerates 

dry and exposed coastal sites and performs best on free draining soils.

More than 30 uses have been listed for kawakawa by early Māori. The 

fruit, bark, leaves and roots were all considered to possess medicinal 

properties, but the species was of spiritual significance as well. The 

large, heart-shaped leaves were a Māori symbol for courage and 

fortitude, while a branch of kawakawa laid on the marae was regarded 

as an aituā, signifying mourning and death. 

Māori used various leaf preparations as dressings for bad wounds 

and remedies for a number of ailments, including serious bruises, 

rheumatic pains, coughs, colds, chest complaints such bronchitis, 

kidney troubles and boils. Leaf preparations were used as a general 

tonic to treat eczema and venereal disease, while the bitter root 

extract provided medicine for urinary complaints. The leaves 

contain myristicin, which is mildly antiseptic and has pain numbing 

properties, and so is used by Māori to allay toothache.

Kawakawa also served as an insect deterrent. Green leaves and 

branches were gathered, laid in rows in plantations of kūmara, and 

burnt so that insects injuring the growing plants might be repulsed or 

destroyed by the disagreeable bitter smoke.

The ripe fruit is a popular food source for birds. Its advantage 

over many fruit-producing plants is its long fruiting period. The 

attractively-shaped leaves suffer from the attention of leaf chewing 

insects, however, the damage they cause does not seem to affect 

plant survival. 


