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 Description        L 002 
 
LIGNUM Nr:  002 : Snow totara     Podocarpus nivalis Hook. 

Other local names : Mountain totara, alpine totara, tauhinu (Maori) 

Family : Podocarpaceae 

Native : Nieuw Zeeland 

Grown : Trompenburg Tuinen en Arboretum, Rotterdam 

Specific gravity : 500 – 600 kg/m³, as determined to the wood sample 

Date : December 2018 

Author : Nelis Mourik 

 
 

Wood sample of Podocarpus nivalis near the base of the 
stem 

Podocarpus nivalis shrubs in the 
Trompenburg Arboretum 

 

General description 
Podocarpus is a conifer genus, consisting of 70 – 110 different species, depending on different 
botanical views.  
 
Podocarpus nivalis is an evergreen shrub, native to New Zealand from halfway on North Island south 

to Stewart Island. On North Island it is mainly found in the mountains, on South Island and Steward 

Island it is also found down to sea 

level. High up in the mountains, 

near the tree line,  snow totara is a 

low, spreading shrub or even a 

creeper. In more favourable 

conditions, it commonly grows to 

0.90 – 1.20 m (3 – 4 ft.) high, very 

often wider than high.  

Maximum height is reached as a 

small tree up to 3 m (10 ft.). The 

wood usually grows crooked and 

bent, no thicker than 5 cm (2 in.). A 

maximum of 15 cm (6 in.) has been 

reported. 

 

 



Hout Vrienden club    LIGNUM 
 

Needles are olive-green, leathery, soft, 3 – 10 

mm (⅛ - ⅜ in.) long, closely and evenly spaced. 

Snow totara is dioecious, which means there 

are male and female shrubs. Male cones are 

slender, 5 – 15 mm (¼ - ⅝ in.) long and 3 mm 

(⅛ in.) across, reddish, 2 – 4 together near the 

tips of the branchlets.  

On female shrubs, seed cones develop into a 

two-part structure: a bright red, swollen, 

ovalshaped ‘berry’ about 6 mm (¼ in.) across, 

on top of which there is one (sometimes two) 

small green seed attached. The false berry is 

edible and attracts birds. The species is spread 

by birds. 

 

The species is closely related to P. totara, the 

Totara tree, one of the most well-known New 

Zealand native conifers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Origin of the shrubs 

Seeds of this species were collected by late Mr J.R.P. van Hoey Smidt (picture taken in 2009), the 

then manager of the Arboretum Trompenburg in Rotterdam, the Netherlands, during a tour of the 

Royal Horticultural Society.  

 

These seeds germinated in the 

arboretum and the small plants 

were planted together in a 

group. Because the seeds 

produced both male and female 

shrubs, the characteristic fruits 

also develloped. Several cultivars 

from these plants have found 

their ways to trade due to the 

Boskoop tree growers. 

 

Trompenburg Arboretum 2009, 
J.R.P. van Hoey Smidt with his 
Podocarpus nivalis shrubs 
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Datum:       9 september 2018 

Wood properties 

Lens view and disc, Ø 56 mm (2¼ in.), Podocarpus 

nivalis  

 

 

 

Snow totara wood has a light brown to light rose-brown heartwood, sharply demarcated from the 

little lighter sapwood. For a softwood texture is fine, grain is generally straight, or otherwise bent 

with the stem or branch. Growth rings are indistinct to easily visible, the latter due to slightly denser 

and darker latewood zones. Growth rings can be incomplete in girth. 

 

 

 

 Axial parenchyma is abundant throughout the 

entire growth ring, diffuse, as single cells. They 

have a clear sulfur yellow to tan content. Some 

growth rings however are without or only with 

unclear parenchyma.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Podocarpus nivalis cross section 
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Datum:       9 september 2018 

Podocarpus nivalis radial section    Podocarpus nivalis tangential section 
 
 

 Rays are uniseriate or very occasionally partly biseriate, very low, 1 – 8 cells high, most commonly 3 

– 4 cells high. Cross field pittings are podocarpoid, 8 – 9 µm across, with 1 – 4 pittings per cross field. 

 

 

The wood dries well and without difficulties. It can be worked with all kinds of tools, can be glued 

well and can be finished to a smooth surface.  Heartwood is durable, however not in contact with the 

ground. 

 

Use 

Because of its small dimensions the wood is not used,nevertheless it is undoubtedly suitable for fine 

turnings and carvings. 

In our temperate regions, the shrub is sometimes planted in rock gardens. In tree growers' 

advertisements, this species is recommended as a non-toxic substitute for Taxus. 

 
Foto`s           : Nelis Mourik 

Microfoto`s : Raimund Aichbauer 

 

 


