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INTRODUCTION 

Rongoā is often translated as Māori herbal medicine but rongoā means much 
more than that. 

The root of the word, rongo, means to listen, smell, touch and hear. It connects 
to Rongomatāne, the atua (spiritual being) of peace and cultivation. If you want 
to break it down further you could say ‘ro’ (in) and ‘ngo’ (inhaled breath), and ā 
(by which), roughly meaning a means to connect to life and well-being. 

So while rongoā is often associated with the harvest and use of native plants for 
healing, some rongoā teachers say the best rongoā is to go to the plants where 
they grow healthily in the wild. That it’s not the piece of the plant that heals but 
the plants connected to each other, growing together in Taiao (nature) that can 
really heal us. To take time out from our usual routines and visit wild, natural 
spaces, breathe it in, listen, feel and reconnect. 

Unfortunately some of us cannot visit wild spaces because there are none left 
near us or we are unable to physically go there for whatever reasons. So others 
must bring plant materials out of wild spaces to prepare and give to others. The 
tikanga (custom) for giving rongoā to others was as koha. Rongoā were collected 
for specific people and given freely or in exchange for something, as agreed, 
often beforehand or just by way of living in a community that provided mutual 
aid as a way of being. (Mass collection and sale is a new practice that some say is 
not tika (right) but intention and what is being sold and how, is important e.g. 
general massage oil vs rongoā for diabetes.)  

It’s worth noting that rongoā practitioners also use various forms of massage and 
meditation therapy such as mirimiri and romiromi which can utilise forms of 
spiritual treatment for deeper stress and trauma issues. 

Early Māori brought many food and medicinal plants from other lands to 
Aotearoa (New Zealand) but the majority of the food, textiles, tools and
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medicines were found growing freely in the wild. Over many generations they 
observed and tested these plants to understand and share how to use them. 
Tikanga were developed for their harvest, use and protection and according to 
early European botanists, it was common for Māori to know at least 150 plant 
species by sight. The plants mentioned in this booklet are a small number of 
commonly found ones. 

These are some tikanga for harvesting plants:  
• Avoid taking plant material from a damaged or unhealthy plant and only 

ever take a whole plant if someone’s life depends on it or you have grown 
your own. NZ has one of the world’s highest number of endangered and 
threatened species. Preserve what we have left for our mokopuna and start 
growing your own healthy plants. 

• Avoid harming the plant when you harvest. Plants can withstand some loss 
of branches, leaves and bark but if you do things such as take more than a 
third or branches or take a huge piece of bark or cut right around a trunk 
you may kill the tree. 

• Only take what you need. Be fully conscious of this when you go to harvest 
and make the time to use the plant when you leave rather than wasting it. 

• If you take bark, take it from the sunny side of the tree. Plants transfer 
water and food in vessels under their bark, particularly on the shaded sides 
of the tree. If you take from the shaded sides, typically the south side, you 
may kill the tree. 

• Return used or leftover plant material to Papatūānuku, to the earth. 

• Most importantly, be 100% sure you have identified the plant correctly. If 
you’re almost certain, then only use it on yourself and sparingly. Several 
plants are poisonous and mistakes can be fatal.  

• Know the person you give rongoā to. Plants can have different effects on 
different people especially the young, the old, those with certain health 
conditions and pregnant women.
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1 
REWAREWA 

To stop Bleeding and Help Healing, bandage the 
inner bark onto wounds. 

To treat a Bad Cough, make a large bowl of tea from 
the flowers and leaves, and inhale the steam. 

Rewarewa can also be used as a Kō - a digging stick. 

2 
TOETOE 

To treat Burns and Scalds, mix ash from the burnt 
grass into a paste with water and smear onto the 

burnt area. 

To stop bleeding Cuts and Wounds, pack on the 
absorbent white fluffy plumes. 

The soft white stalk of the leaves near the ground can 
be eaten as Food, either raw or steamed. Chew this 

stalk for Kidney and Bladder Problems. 

3 
RATA 

NORTHERN 

To treat Rheumatic Joints, make a tea from the bark 
and rub onto area. Rub this same tea into children’s 

heads to treat Ringworm.
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4 
MANUKA, KANUKA 

TEA TREE 

Make a tea from the leaves and drink lots for Kidney & 
Bladder Function. 

Inhale the vapour from a large bowl of tea for 
Headaches, Influenza, Bad Coughs, Blocked Sinuses, 

Hayfever, Mild Asthma and Bronchitis 

5 
KOROMIKO 

HEBE STRICTA 

Make a tea from the unopened young leaf tips for 
Diarrhoea, Dysentry, Increasing Hunger and Easing 

Childbirth. 

Apply bruised leaves as a poultice 
for Ulcers or Boils. 

6 
PARETAU / PARANAKO 

SHINING SPLEENWORT 

For Teething Babies, wash and scrape the root and rub 
onto gums until blood appears. 

Young pikopiko (fronds) can be cooked and eaten as 
Food. 
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7 
KARAMU 

Make a tea from the leaves for Kidney & Bladder 
Function. 

Make a tea from the inner bark for Stomach Pains 
and to Control Vomiting. 

8 
HARAKERE 

FLAX 

Harakeke can be used as taura (rope), kupenga 
(fishing nets), whāriki (mats), kete (baskets), tawhiti 

manu (bird snares) and kākahu (clothing). 

To treat Diarrhoea or Dysentery, the reddish gum 
from a leaf cut at the base can be softened and 

diluted with water, then taken internally. This 
same gum can be applied externally on Burns, 

Wounds and Sores. 

To remedy Worms, pound the root into a pulp 
with the help of a little water then take internally. 
The leaves can also be fed leaves to cattle if they 

have worms. 

For Constipation, use the thick fleshy base of the 
leaf to make a tea.
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9 
NGAIO 

For Sandflies and Mosquitoes, rub the sticky black 
shoots or a cold tea made of the leaves onto skin. 

Note: the leaf oil is mildly poisonous so avoid 
getting in your mouth. 

Treat Tooth Ache by chewing or rubbing the inner 
bark onto gums. 

Eczema in babies can be treated by rubbing an 
infusion onto skin. 

10 
MAHOE 

WHITEY WOOD 

Bandage Sores or treat Scabies by applying boiled 
leaves onto affected area. 

Remedy Rheumatic Joints by making a tea from 
the leaves and rubbing onto the affected area. 

11 
MAMAKU 

BLACK TREE FERN 

Chew the gum to treat Diarrhoea. 

(Continued)
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(Continued) 

To eat as Food, cut a short length of trunk or leaf stem and bake 
on hot stones or embers for several hours. When ready, cut 

open and eat inner pith (white starch). 

Treat Wounds and Skin Irritations by applying curly young 
fronds to area. To assist Bleeding, smear gum onto cuts. 

Use the inner pith as a poultice for Poisoned Feet. 

12 
KARAKA 

The ripe orange outer flesh of the berries can be eaten as Food. 
The berry kernels are poisonous but when put in a kete (bag/
sack) and left in a stream for at least two weeks then cooked 

and made into a bread they are very edible. These were a major 
food plant of the Māori and carried here from the islands. 

13 
TAWA 

Make Food by removing the outer flesh of the berries and soak 
the kernel (seed) in a kete in a stream (running water) for 2-3 

days. Then slow cook in a hangi or dry and pulp the kernels for 
cooking. 

For Stomach Ailments or Bad Cold, make a tea from the bark, 
taken from the sunny side of the tree to lessen damage.
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14 
RIMU 

Treat Burns by pulping the inner bark and applying 
to the affected area. 

To curb Internal Bleeding, dissolve a small portion 
of the red gum in water and drink. 

To treat Scurvy and make beer, ferment the young 
branches (leaves) as with other beer. 

15 
TI KOUKA 
CABBAGE TREE 

Strip leaves off clumps of leaves to expose a firm 
white vegetable which can be eaten as Food. 

Treat Dysentery and Diarrhoea by making a tea 
from the leaves. 

Rub leaves to produce clear sticky liquid, then 
apply to Cuts, Sores and Cracks in Skin. 

16 
RAHURAHU / RARAUHE 

BRACKEN 

Pound then roast the root and eat as Food. 

Eat before a sea voyage to prevent Seasickness.
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17 
TARATA 

LEMONWOOD 

Use as a Perfume by rubbing flowers or leaves 
onto skin, or use resin mixed with oil. 

Use the resin as Glue. 

Add pūhā sap to the resin to make Chewing Gum 
and treat Bad Breath. 

18 
PONGA 
SILVER FERN 

Use inner pith as a poultice or bandage for Ulcers, 
Skin Eruptions and Boils. 

Attach cut trunks upright to make walls for a 
Wharenohonoho (temporary house). Ponga has a 

strong fibrous texture resistant to kiore (rat). 

19 
KAWAKAWA 

PEPPER TREE 

Chew the leaves for Tooth Ache and Bad Breath. 

(Continued)
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(Continued) 

To remedy Stomach Pains, Kidney and Bladder Trouble, make a 
tea from the leaves. To treat Rheumatic Joints,  rub this same 

tea onto affected area. 

Bruise leaves together or hold over a flame to release oil. Apply 
this to Scalds, Bruising, Boils and Skin Infections. 

Repel Mosquitos and Bugs from kumara with smoke from 
burning leaves. 

Eat the ripe orange berries as Food. 

20 
KOWHAI 

To treat Itches, Skin Disease and Serious Bruising, lightly scratch 
area to break skin then sit in a hot bath with kōwhai bark. Repeat 
as needed. Note this plant is poisonous so research fully how to 

do this safely. 

21 
WHAU 

CORKWOOD 

Whau can be used for Fishing Floats. A segment of branch can 
be attached on nets or to a piece of string and used like in fly-

fishing to catch tuna (eels). Once the tuna bites, the fish are 
hoisted up out of the water onto the bank. 



15

ABOUT THIS ZINE 

This information booklet was written by Emily Tuhi-Ao Bailey and originally 
published by the Wellington Rainforest Action Group in 2001.  

At the time there was no internet and self-publishing using computers was 
very new. There weren’t even tohutō available. The Wellington Rainforest 

Action Group (WRAG) was part of the global Rainforest Action Network that 
sprung up in the 1980s when awareness was raised around the destruction 
of the world’s old-growth rainforests for things like disposable chopsticks, 

first-worlders’ toilet paper and single use boxing for export products. WRAG 
ceased activity around 2005 and members went on to work in other 

groups, particularly on issues around climate justice. This is an updated 
second edition written by the same author in 2020.  

Please feel free to reproduce this information respectfully and continue the 
passing of forest lore onto others so that the mātauranga (knowledge) of 
Māori and the crucial importance of our forests will be restored. These are 

the food, medicines and materials created by Taiao. Repay these gifts 
through kaitiakitanga (care and support) like planting trees and other plants 

appropriately, whenever you can.  

For more information check out these books or enrol in one of many 
courses now available across Aotearoa. 
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