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Pīngao, Ficinia spiralis, is an endemic sand-binding plant found growing 

on frontal dunes throughout New Zealand. It is a distinctive plant, 

its bright-coloured foliage often contrasting with the silvery grey of 

spinifex, with which it’s frequently associated. In more southern parts 

of New Zealand, spinifex is absent and pīngao can be the dominant 

sand-binder. In spring, dark brown flower heads appear, borne on stems 

of up to 90cm. The small flowers are arranged on the flower head in a 

spiral pattern and produce seed in early summer.

In pre-European times, pīngao was widespread and abundant. However, 

most populations today are reduced to small, discontinuous patches 

and in many districts they are too small to be sustainable. This is the 

result of settlement, including grazing by domestic stock, browsing by 

introduced animals such as rabbits, competition with the exotic marram 

grass, development, and vehicle use on dunes. 

Pīngao is one of four natural fibres used extensively for weaving by 

Māori – the other three being harakeke, tī kōuka, and kiekie. Pīngao 

has an established status among Māori weavers, being the only natural 

fibre with a colour which cannot be improved upon. It sun-dries to a 

brilliant orange-gold shade and needs no further processing. 

Pīngao weaving is used extensively on tukutuku panels in the wharenui, 

where the legends of iwi are told, as well as in the manufacture of kete, 

whāriki and pōtae (bags, hats and mats) and in decorative and modern 

weaving. Pīngao was worn as a chest protector in battle by South Island 

Māori and was also a food item, with the young shoots being steamed 

and eaten.

In the past, the harvesting of pīngao was governed by tikanga (Māori 

customs/traditions). But now, in some areas, inappropriate methods of 

harvesting fibre may be contributing to the decline of natural stands. 

Pīngao. 

The story of pīngao 
In the beginning of time there was a great conflict between Tāne-

mahuta, God of the Forest, and his brother Tangaroa, God of the Sea. 

Tangaroa was jealous of Tāne-mahuta’s success in separating Rangi-

nui, the Sky Father, from Papa-tū-ā-nuku, the Earth Mother. Tāne-

mahuta tried to end the warring between them and as a sign of peace 

plucked out his eyebrows and gave them to Tangaroa. Tangaroa’s 

jealousy was so great that he could not find it in his heart to forgive 

Tāne-mahuta, and threw the eyebrows back onto the shore. There 

they grow today as pīngao, the golden sand sedge, as the boundary 

between the forest and the sea, and in his continuing anger, Tangaroa 

is still fighting against the domains of Tāne-mahuta. 
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Pīngao growing in the dunes at Whaingaroa’s Ngaranui Beach.

Pīngao weaving.
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Pingao - the golden sand sedge 


