
Plate 550 Urtica Ferox 

Ongaonga, taraonga, taraongaonga, okaoka 

Tree nettle, Bush nettle 

Totara Nui (Queen Charlotte Sound), New Zealand 

15th January-6th February 1770 

 

At the time of collection in Totara Nui, Daniel Solander called the plant Urtica 

hastata, meaning stinging plant with spear-shaped leaves. However, the name 

Urtica ferox was given sixteen years later by Georg Forster, the chief botanist on 

Cook’s second voyage, in 1786, and remains the accepted authority to the 

present day. The copper plate No. 550 by Gerard Sibelius is based on Frederick 

Nodder’s watercolour derived from Sydney Parkinson’s surviving drawing and 

notes made at Totara nui in 1770.  

 

The Latin name ‘ferox’ refers to the fierceness of the sting the plant possesses, 

whereas ‘Urtica’ refers to the sting itself. The leaves and stems are covered with 

stiff hairs containing toxins which can cause long-lasting adverse effects to both 

humans and animals including a recorded human fatality in 1961. The active 

compounds in the sting are histamine, serotonin, and acetylcholine.  

Urtica ferox is a nettle tree and one of New Zealand’s most poisonous native 

plants. Unlike other species in the genus Urtica which are herbaceous, Urtica 

ferox is a large woody shrub that grows up to a height of 3 meters with stems 

reaching 12cm in thickness. The flowers are small and greenish in colour and 

bloom between November and March. It can grow in large clusters consisting of 

both male and female plants in high-nutrient soils containing high quantities of 

nitrogen and are cross-pollinated by the wind. Seeds, that mature in January, are 

scattered by wind and birds. The plant is endemic to New Zealand and inhabits 

coastal and lowland forests in North, South, and Stewart Islands. 

Tree nettle plays an important part in Māori life medicinally, as a source of food, 

and in folklore. The bark of the nettle tree and the leaves of the shrub kawakawa 

are boiled together to produce a liquid for the treatment of eczema and 

venereal disease. As a food source, the inner stems were consumed after 

removal of leaves and outer bark.  



According to Māori oral history, Kupe was the great chief of Hawaiki who arrived 

in New Zealand c925AD. In Māori folklore, Kupe was said to have placed several 

obstacles to hinder pursuers whose wives he had stolen, one of the obstacles 

was ongaonga (Urtica ferox), taking full advantage of the plant’s toxicity. 

However, Māori oral history has also presented Kupe in many roles and legends 

in particular how he and the Māori people came to settle in New Zealand. 

Urtica ferox is the main larval food plant of the New Zealand Red Admiral 

butterfly or kahukura (Vanessa gonerilla). The Yellow Admiral (Vanessa itea) also 

uses the plant as larval food. The butterfly lays eggs on the leaves from which 

caterpillars emerge. The caterpillars form the leaf into a tube in which they 

reside and consume the soft tissue of the leaf. Once the leaf is consumed the 

larva moves on to another leaf. In effect, the butterfly is taking advantage of the 

plants toxic defence system to ensure successful reproduction.  

As of 2012, the conservation status of Urtica ferox was ‘Not threatened’. 

However, it is subject to the general threat of loss of viable habitat due to 

expansion of human activity such as, outdoor leisure, camping, hiking and 

increase in tourism, as well as to the more specific threat from the introduction 

of non-indigenous flora and fauna. This latter threat has certainly created 

collateral impact on the Red Admiral butterfly when the parasitic wasp, 

pteromalus puparum, was introduced to counter the accidental introduction of 

the invasive cabbage white butterfly in the 1930’s, whose larvae feed on 

cultivated brassicas. The wasp also preys on the Red and yellow admiral larvae, a 

threat not anticipated in the original evolutionary choice of Urtica ferox as a safe 

haven. Other predators include social wasps such as the German wasp (Vespula 

Germanicus), Common wasp (Vespula vulgaris), and paper wasps (Polistes 

chinensis and Polistes humilis). 

Robert Parkinson 
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