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   An unsubstantiated record by J.D. Hooker was 

listed in the “Handbook of the New Zealand Flora” 
(Hooker, 1864: 325).  Edgar and Shand (1978) listed 

Andropogon refractus R.Br. noting that “One 
specimen, without locality, was mentioned by Hooker 

as probably accidently placed in Allan Cunningham’s 

herbarium.  No specimens seen”. 
 

   It  is  possible  that  barbed  wire  grass  was 
accidently  brought  to  New  Zealand  in  the  early 

phase of European farming via seed or livestock 
imported from Australia.  Given the abundance of 

another Australian grass, Bothriochloa macra on 

Motutapu Island and the early Auckland record of 

kangaroo grass (Themeda triandra) in the 1870s and 
1880s by T. F Cheeseman, and its more recent 

discovery on Browns Island in 2007 (Wilcox 2008), 
this may suggest  that  barbed  wire  grass has been 

present for some time and has gone undetected. 
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The walking stick cabbage (Brassica oleracea var. palmifolia) 
on Motukorea/Browns Island, inner Hauraki Gulf, Auckland 

 

Ewen K. Cameron 
 

 
Fig. 1. A slightly limp walking stick cabbage specimen at 
the herbarium – a challenge to press! Photo: Dhahara 
Ranatunga, 22 Mar 2017. 

I received an email from Holly Cox, Auckland 
Council: “We collected a Brassica sp. on Browns 

yesterday. It is rather large. Wondered if it was ok to 
drop off this afternoon or tomorrow?” The 1.7 m tall 

specimen was rather larger than I expected (Fig. 1). 

A Google search quickly revealed that it had many 
common names, including: walking stick cabbage, 

walking stick kale, palm cabbage, palm kale, Jersey 
cabbage, Jersey kale, long jacks, cow cabbage, tree 

cabbage and Cesarean cole. The scientific name in 

wide use was Brassica oleracea var. longata, 
however, I could not find a valid publication for this 

varietal name. Checking with IPNI staff confirmed 
that it is just a horticultural name and that its correct 

name is: Brassica oleracea var. palmifolia DC., Syst. 
Nat. [Candolle] 2: 584, 1821. This is yet another 

useful variation of this amazing species, Brassica 
oleracea, which includes: Brussels sprouts, 
cauliflower, broccoli, head cabbage, savoy cabbage, 

kale, kohlrabi and collard greens. 
 

   Because of the site where it was growing, the 

collectors of the specimen on Motukorea said it 
appeared to be wild, not planted (Fig. 2). How did it 

get  there?  The  tiny  seeds  are  virtually  spherical, 
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Fig. 2. Jonah Kitto-Verhoef with walking stick cabbage 
(1.7 m tall) just before it was harvested, on Motukorea. 
Photo: Holly Cox, 20 Mar 2017. 
 

c.2 mm across and not winged. Perhaps stuck to a 
bird’s foot, the side of a beak, or even passed 

through whole? There has been a significant increase 
in rock pigeons on the island in recent years and the 

cabbage was close to a cliff overhang where these 

birds may have roosted (Steve Benham pers. 
comm.).  As a new casual it would qualify as an 

addition to the naturalised and casual records of the 
New Zealand flora, which was last updated by 

Heenan et al. (2008). If more plants appear I’m sure 

we’ll soon hear about it. The herbarium specimen of 
leaves and stem cross-sections fails to show the 

magnificence of the living specimen (Fig. 3). 
 

   Seeds of walking stick cabbages are available in 
New Zealand (e.g. Egmont Seed Company 2017). As 

a one-off, about 10 years ago, these cabbages were 

cultivated in the temperate glasshouse at the 
Wintergardens in the Auckland Domain.  

 
   There are three letters on “cow cabbage” to the 

The Farmer's Magazine (July 1836: 57) with a 

wonderful  illustration,  all  published  on  one  page 
(Fig. 4), on various attributes of the plant. 

 

 
Fig. 3. Herbarium specimen details: Auckland Region, 
Motukorea/Browns Island, Crater Bay; S P Benham, J Kitto-
Verhoef ; 20 Mar 2017; single plant 1.7 m tall, on raised 
sediment at base of exposed sedimentary cliffs; mid stem 
63 mm diameter; largest leaves to 44 cm long. One of two 
sheets (AK 364441 A). 

  

   For a time in the Channel Islands the stalks were 

also made into walking sticks, of which 30,000 a year 
were being sold by the early 20th century, many for 

export. After two years of drying the stalks were 
varnished, sanded and a handle created either by 

heat-treating and bending the root end or by 

planting at an angle to produce a naturally bent root 
(Wikipedia 2017). Do any of our members have one 

of these walking sticks? 
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Fig. 4.  Facsimile of three letters about “cow cabbage” and an illustration. The Farmer's Magazine, July 1836: 57. 
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