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Description       L 013 
 
LIGNUM  #  013 : Summit Athrotaxis     Athrotaxis x laxifolia Hook 
Other local names :  Yellow-twig Athrotaxis, Tasmanian cedar,  
    Intermediate pencil pine 
Family :  Cupressaceae (formerly Taxodiaceae) 
Native :  Tasmania (Australia) 
Grown :  Pinetum Blijdenstein, Hilversum, Netherlands 
Specific Gravity :  ca. 400 kg/m³ 
Date :  October 2018/december 2020 
Author :  Nelis Mourik 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What was left of the dead specimen. He had quite grown out of his pot ... 
 

General description 
The Conifer genus Athrotaxis consists of 3 species: 
- Athrotaxis selaginoides D.Don (King William pine or King Billy pine),   
- Athrotaxis cupressoides D.Don (Pencil pine)  
- Athrotaxis x laxifolia Hook .  
 
The latter is seen as a natural hybrid between the other two, mainly for the 
reason of the shape of the needles, that clearly form an intermediate between 
those of the other two species, and for the reason of their growth area: they 
often occur as scattered solitaries where the growth areas of both other 
species near or overlap. However, because all specimens in the wild show 
almost the same characteristics, so little or no botanical variation, and produce 
fertile seed, it is argued that this species, even though it is genetically a hybrid, 
is well on its way to being an independent species.  
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For this reason the hybrid status is controversial .  
It is the least common of the three species mentioned. 
 

 
A live specimen of Athrotaxis x laxifolia in the Tasmanian garden in Pinetum Blijdenstein in Hilversum, 
the Netherlands. 
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The genus name Athrotaxis is a contraction of the Greek word ‘athroos’ = 
‘closely covered’ and ‘taxis’ = ‘arrangement’. It points to how needles and seed 
scales are set on the twigs and seed cones. In the specific epithet laxifolia ‘lax’ 
means ‘flexible’. 
 

 
Stem base of Athrotaxis x laxifolia. 
 

 
Athrotaxis x laxifolia is an evergreen tree occuring on the Central Plateau in 
west Tasmania, in an area 900 – 1200 m above sealevel, with abundant rainfall. 
The tree grows to 10 - 15 m tall with a straight trunk up to 0.5 m in diameter in 
older specimens. Thick, slightly drooping branches form a cone-shaped, dense 
crown. Older specimens are more open and have a rather irregular shape. 
 
The needles are long-scaly, 5 - 7 mm long, the tip, although slightly curved 
inwards, slightly set away from the twig. The female cones are 12 - 20 mm, 
about as long as wide, maturing from green through yellow and red-brown to 
brown. The seeds are wind-dispersed. 
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Twig of Athrotaxis selaginoides (King William pine). Long needles. 
 

 
Twigs of Athrotaxis x laxifolia with still immature, female (foreground)  
and male (background) cones. 
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Twigs of Athrotaxis cupressoides (pencil pine). Short needles. 
 

Grown 
 
The wood of these woodsamples is 
not from Tasmania, but from 
Pinetum Blijdenstein in Hilversum, 
the Netherlands, where it was a tree 
of about 5 m tall and a maximum 
stem diameter of about 15 cm. He 
died due to unfortunate 
circumstances. The tree dates back 
to the time when the then 
administrator Mr. N. Schellevis 
conceived plans to set up a 
Tasmanian garden at the entrance to 
the greenhouse: around 1989. The 
realization of this garden dates from 
2001 and forms a unique botanical 
collection in the Netherlands. 
 
Bark of Athrotaxis x laxifolia. 
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Wood properties 
Athrotaxis shows a rose-red heartwood and a light brown to yellowish brown 
sapwood, quite sharply contrasting. For a Conifer this soft wood is moderately 
fine to fine textured, grain is straight. Growth rings are easily discernible 
because of a distinct latewood ring.  
 

 
Stem section of Athrotaxis x laxifolia. 
 

 
Axial parenchyma is abundant in all growth rings as scattered individual cells, 
mainly in the second halve of the earlywood ring. Axial parenchyma cells have 
red-brown contents. The rays are exclusively uniseriate and 2 – 15 (max 20) 
cells high. Cross field pitting is taxodioid. Also the ray cells are partly filled with 
red-brown contents. 
Exudation of this resinous content is a common feature, sometimes seen as a 
disadvantage of the wood when in use. 
The wood dries easily with only little shrinkage. It can be worked easily with all 
kinds of tools, splits easily, glues easily and can be finished to a smooth surface. 
The heartwood is durable. 
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Lens view of Athrotaxis x laxifolia.   Photomicrograph of the transverse surface. 

 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photomicrograph of the tangential surface.  Photomicrograph of the radial surface. 
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New supply,  jan.’22 
 
Wood anatomy 

Growth rings are easy distinct due to a pronounced latewood ring. The latewood 
tracheid’s are very thick-walled with a narrow-lumen, up to 5 µm, and radially 

strongly compressed. Tracheid’s in early wood measure up to 70 µm radially in 
cross section and a maximum of 15 µm in latewood. Tracheid pitting sparsely 
present in the early wood tracheid’s, numerous in the late wood. Axial 

parenchyma occurs in all growth ring zones as scattered individual parenchymal 
strands, predominantly in the second half of the early wood ring. Axial 

parenchyma cells have a reddish brown content. The rays are exclusively single-
row and 2-15 (max. 20) cells high. Cross-field pitting are predominantly 
taxodioid, in latewood also piceoid. The ray parenchyma cells are also partially 

filled with red-brown contents. 

 

 
Use 
The wood must be suitable for the same purposes as King William pine, but has 
never been offered in trade, at least not under its own name. This would be 
fine carpentry purposes where a durabe wood is needed, as are furniture and 
boat building. However, due to scarcity and government protection in National 
Parks, King William pine is nowadays used in only very small quantities. King 
William pine was a specially sought-after wood for soundboards and bending, 
further for beehives, barrels, windows, doors, shutters, roof shingles and other 
exterior paneling, because it is lightweight and durable. Nowadays it is mainly 
used for heritage restoration work. 
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©  Text:       Nelis Mourik  
      Pictures:       Nelis Mourik.    
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     Lens and microscopic images:    Raimund Aichbauer. 
  


