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Harakeke was the name given to this plant by Mäori. 
The first European traders called it “flax” because its 
fibres were similar to that of true flax found in other 
parts of the world. Though we still call it flax today, 
harakeke is really a lily. It is unique to New Zealand 
and is one of our oldest plant species.

Flax bushes will often support a large community of 
animals by providing shelter and an extensive food 
resource. Tüï, bellbirds, saddlebacks, short-tailed 
bats, geckos and several types of insects enjoy 
nectar from the flax flower. 

Flax was very important to Mäori and it was typically 
planted for use at pä and marae throughout the 
country. Different varieties were specially grown for 
their strength, softness, colour and fibre content. 
Traditionally when harakeke leaves were removed 
from the plant, only the older leaves on the outside 
were taken. It is believed the three inner layers 
of the plant represented a family. This outer layer 
represented the grandparents, whereas the inner 
layer of new shoots or the child remained to be 
protected by the next inner layer of leaves, the 
parents.

The flax leaves were used to make clothing, mats, 
plates to eat off, baskets, ropes, bird snares, 
lashings, fishing lines and nets. Babies were even 
given rattles made from flax. Other parts of the plant 
were also used. Floats or rafts were made out of 
bundles of dried flower stalks (körari). The abundant 
nectar from flax flowers was used to sweeten food 
and beverages.

Flax also had many medicinal uses. The sticky sap 
or gum that flax produces was applied to boils and 
wounds and used for toothaches. Flax leaves were 
used in binding broken bones and matted leaves 
were used as dressings. Flax root juice was routinely 
applied to wounds as a disinfectant. 

Kapiti Island was known as a trading station for flax. 
Kapiti coast was a major source of flax for Ngäti 
Toa who collected and prepared it for trade with 
European traders to take back to Europe where it 
was made into rope, canvas and cloth. Today, flax 
is used in soaps, hand crèmes, shampoos and a 
range of other cosmetics. Flax seed oil can also be 
found for sale. There have even been experiments to 
make flax into wine!

Other resources

Poster: New Zealand Geographic Flax (Primary kit 
only)

New Zealand Geographic magazine #42 April–June 
1999 Flax the enduring fibre (Secondary kit only)
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Harakeke / flax
Phormium tenax
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