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Book reviews

Wild plants of Mount Cook National Park
by Hugh D. Wilson. Second Edition. Manuka
Press, Christchurch, New Zealand. 1996. ISBN
0-9583299-1-5. Price $35.00.

The first edition of this book published in 1978,
provided a very popular and helpful botanical field
guide. Now, almost 20 years later when the first
edition is not at all easy to come by, having been tried
and tested by many, we are delivered the much-re-
vised second edition. In a sturdy hard cover, this
edition drops “field guide” from the title (for reasons
which are not clear) and weighs in heavier —but en-
terprising plant enthusiasts do not be deterred! There
is a continuing demand for user-friendly field guides
in New Zealand —not least for the mountains, an en-
vironment where many interested in the outdoors
may venture. Mount Cook National Park takes in the
eastern side of New Zealand’s highest mountains —
a spectacular landscape of snow-covered ranges,
sweeping valleys, and broad, flat riverbeds. Forest,
scrub, and shrubland vegetation is intermixed with
grassland and shingle riverbeds at altitudes below
about 1300 m extending through to alpine grassland,
scree, moraines, snowfields, and bare rocks.
Snowline occurs at around 2150 m. Major bands of
vegetation can be recognised, an indication of the
climate changes which occur as altitude increases.
In such a dynamic landscape, however, the pattern
is often complicated by erosion, fire, or the nature
of topography.

This book includes all the species of leafy and
conspicuous plants both native and introduced to Mt
Cook National Park. Though mostly concentrating
on the vascular plants, the author includes some of
the more prominent mosses, lichens, and fungi. Of
the higher plants, the oft-ignored monocotyledons
are refreshingly well illustrated, the grasses espe-
cially so.

In the production of this second edition, not only
has a taxonomic update been possible, but the repro-
duction of the illustrations is to a higher quality than
could be achieved 20 years ago. Overall, the illus-
trations, many of which have been redrawn, are clear,

helpful, and well-laid out. The author recognises the
difficulties that some beginner botanists might have
by endeavouring to group plants which have a simi-
lar form together. Coprosma species, for example,
are distributed over thirty pages along with a vari-
ety of other woody species . Some groups are puz-
zling, however, for instance, the rationale for
picturing silver beech Nothofagus menziesii
(Fagaceae) alongside the mistletoe Korthalsella
clavata (Viscaceae) and Cuscuta epithymum
(Convolvulaceae) is not clear. Altogether though, the
arrangement of plants combined with a long but
easy-to-follow key, means that sorting through the
potentially daunting array of species is made easy.
For the person who is a little more advanced with
their plant knowledge, access to some groupings can
be fast-tracked by use of the index. For more detail,
the author refers those interested to his comprehen-
sive text on the vegetation of the Park (Wilson 1976).

Hugh Wilson includes some informative intro-
ductory pages on the vegetation of the Park and the
bioclimatic zones extending from the montane or
cool temperate zone below 900 m through to the
nival zone above snowline at around 2150 m alti-
tude. The introduction is followed by the general key
which makes the most of vegetative characters, then
a special key to shrubs with coloured flowers or fruit.
Combined with the high quality coloured photo-
graphs {an addition to the 1978 edition), this book
is designed to be as user-friendly, helpful, and com-
prehensive as possible.

The main body of the text is given over to the
plants themselves arranged in a lifeform-habitat
manner. The categories traverse climbers; parasites;
trees; shrubs; dwarf shrubs; mats and cushions;
herbs; water plants; grasses and grass-like plants;
ferns and clubmosses; and some conspicuous lower
plants. Each plant species is described by the Latin
name, the family, and common name (if there is one).
A short phrase brings the Latin to life, for example,
the golden yellow flowered Ranunculus grahamii
(Ranunculaceae) on the book’s cover translates to
“little frog/after Peter Graham, guide”. Each plant
species is then accompanied by a short,






