
Plate 494 Microseris scapigera 

Scorzonera scapigera 

Murnong, yam daisy, ngampa (Aboriginal Thura-Yura 

languages) 

Totara nui, New Zealand.    15th January – 6th February, 1770 

(The exact date and location of the collection of the plant by Banks and 

Solander was, originally, uncertain, with Bay of Islands and Queen 

Charlotte Sound (Totara nui) debated) 

 

Microseris scapigera is a yellow-flowering daisy, a perennial herb, found in New Zealand 

and Australia. It is one of three species in Australia but the only one found in New 

Zealand. The Australian species are Microseris lanceolata and Microseris walteri. It is 

classified in a group of plants that includes chicory and dandelion. In general 

appearance, the plant looks like a dandelion and grows to 0.3m in height. The species is 

hermaphrodite (has both male and female organs) and is pollinated by insects. The 

flowers provide nectar for butterflies and are a food source for native bees.  

The common name ‘Daisy’ is derived from the Old English name meaning ‘day’s eye’ 

referring to its petals opening at dawn and closing at sunset. The botanical family name 

is Asteraceae or Compositae. The former derives from the Greek for ‘star-like’ and refers 

to the star-like flower and the latter (and original family name) describes the ‘composite’ 

nature of the flowers. Both family names are still valid under the International Code of 

Nomenclature. Asteraceae is one of the largest angiosperm families with more than 

1600 genera and 23,000 species of herbaceous plants, shrubs, and trees distributed 

throughout the world. 

The fleshy roots of the plant are edible but slightly bitter when raw and more palatable 

when boiled for a few minutes. It is thought that both the root and leaves of the plant 

formed part of the diet of both Aboriginal peoples and early settlers with the leaves 

used as a salad-type plant. This fact reminded me of my Italian grandmother who 

relished using young dandelion leaves in an English 

salad. As a child, helping her collect prime young 

dandelion leaves, then eating them for tea was 

an interesting and surprisingly pleasant 

experience. 

 



The binomial nomenclature of Microseris scapigera has undergone a journey of several 

changes over the years. Georg Forster listed the name Scorzonera scapigera in 1786 

with Allan Cunningham providing a brief description under that name in 1839. In 1852, 

Joseph Dalton Hooker thought the species not a good fit to the genus Scorzonera and 

proposed a sub-genus. Later, he placed it in the genus Microseris alongside Microseris 

pygmaea from Chile and giving it the name Microseris Forsteri, in acknowledgement to 

Georg Forster. However, the name Microseris scapigera has taken precedence over the 

years, but a certain amount of uncertainty has prevailed regarding the true difference 

between the New Zealand species and the two species from Australia. Debates 

continued as late as 2016 when a consensus was reached on the three species which 

were formally described by Neville Walsh in 2016, matching herbarium specimens. 

Neville Walsh, b.1956, was Senior Conservation botanist at the National Herbarium of 

Victoria, Australia. 

As journeys go, from discovery in 1770 to a resolution as to its agreed identity in 2016, a 

distance of 246 years, is quite a feat for a relatively unassuming plant with 

commonplace features. 

Robert Parkinson 

 

Dandelion leaf pesto 

Dandelion leaves are a very good source of iron – and are plentiful and 

free! This pesto combines dandelion leaves with pumpkin seeds and can 

be eaten with pasta or as a topping or dip. 

Ingredients 

3/4 cup unsalted hulled (green) pumpkin seeds 

1 garlic clove, minced 

1/4 cup freshly grated Parmesan 

1 bunch dandelion greens (about 2 cups, loosely packed) 

1 tablespoon lemon juice 

1/2 cup extra-virgin olive oil 

1/2 teaspoon salt 

Black pepper, to taste 

Instructions 

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Pour the pumpkin seeds onto a shallow-rimmed baking sheet and roast until 

just fragrant, about 5 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow to cool. 

Pulse the garlic and pumpkin seeds together in the bowl of a food processor until very finely chopped. 



Add Parmesan cheese, dandelion greens, and lemon juice and process until combined. Stop the processor 

every now and again to scrape down the sides of the bowl.  

Slowly pour in the olive oil and process until the pesto is smooth. Add salt and pepper to taste. 
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