
The Hawaiian Islands are the most remote island chain in the world. 
Our native plants and animals (those that arrived here without human 
assistance) either had to float across vast expanses of ocean, blow 

here on the wind, or be carried internally or externally by birds. Most of the 
islands’ native species are endemic - they evolved here in the islands and are 
found nowhere else in the world. Indigenous species are native to more than 
one place (for example Hawai‘i and other Pacific islands). Polynesian settlers 
arrived about 1,000 years ago, bringing with them about 27 plant species that 
were important for subsistence, clothing, tools, and medicine. These plants 
are referred to as Polynesian introductions or canoe plants.

From the late 1700s to today, thousands of plant species have been 
introduced to Hawai‘i from all over the world. Some non-native plants are 
invasive: they crowd out native plants, reducing biodiversity and harming 
the watersheds we rely on. The native trees, shrubs, and ground covers you 
see in this restoration area are some of the plants found in a healthy 
Hawaiian watershed forest.

Alaheʻe
Psydrax odorata

Rubiaceae
Indigenous

Alahe‘e is a small tree that reaches about 6 meters (20 
feet) in height. The small, white flowers bloom in clusters 
at the ends of the branches and are very fragrant. 
Digging sticks (ō‘ō) were made out of the dense wood, 
and the leaves were used to make a black dye.

KĀwelu
Eragrostis grandis

Poaceae
Endemic

Kāwelu is a clumping grass endemic to the Hawaiian 
Islands. It flowers from January to April. The Nu‘uanu 
Pali was famous for its views of kāwelu swaying in the 
wind, a movement so well known and distinctive it is 
described in chants and imitated in hula. In grieving 
over the death of his son, Kamehameha IV received 
solace in watching the wind blow the kāwelu covering 
the slopes of Nu‘uanu.

Koa
Acacia koa
Fabaceae
Endemic

Koa is one of the dominant native trees of Hawai‘i’s dry to 
wet forests. The tallest trees can reach 35 meters (115 feet) 
in height.  The young plants have divided (bipinnate) leaves. 
Mature plants are recognized by their sickle-shaped leaves 
which are actually an extension of the leaf petiole called a 
phyllode. The prized wood of koa is used to make many 
things, from jewelry to furniture. Traditionally, large koa logs 
were used to make canoes.

Kupukupu
Nephrolepis cordifolia
Nephrolepidaceae

Indigenous
This fern species has fronds that are about 30−60 cm (1−2 
feet) long and about 5−8 cm (2−3 inches) wide. The fronds 
were traditionally fashioned into lei kūpe‘e for the wrists 
and ankles or as lei po‘o for the head. This attractive and 
hardy fern has become popular as a landscape ornamental 
in the tropics and as a house plant in colder climates. 

Koʻokoʻolau
Bidens sandvicensis and B. asymmetrica

Asteraceae
Endemic

There are 19 endemic species of ko‘oko‘olau (Bidens) in 
Hawai‘i, all descending from a single common ancestor. 
Bidens sandvicensis is endemic to Kaua‘i and O‘ahu, whereas 
B. asymmetrica is found only on O‘ahu. Traditional medicinal 
uses of these plants are numerous, including using the 
whole plant to treat infections. Leaves are also used to 
make a refreshing, non-medicinal tea. 

MĀmaki
Pipturus albidus

Urticaceae
Endemic

Māmaki plants are shrubs to small trees, 2−6 meters 
(6−20 feet) tall. Leaves are slightly rough with small hairs, 
dark green above and whitish underneath. 
The traditional uses of māmaki include making kapa 
(cloth) from the inner bark and tea from the leaves. Our 
endemic pulelehua (Kamehameha butterfly, Vanessa 
tameamea) lay their eggs on the leaves and the leaves 
then provide food for the emerging caterpillars.

‘Ōhi‘a
Metrosideros polymorpha

Myrtaceae
Endemic

The most dominant tree of the Hawaiian forest, ‘ōhi‘a 
ranges from coastal lowlands to mountain bogs. It 
is one of the first species to colonize new lava flows. 
‘Ōhi‘a ranges in size from prostrate shrubs to trees that 
reach over 30 meters (100 feet) tall. Flowers may be red, 
orange, or yellow; the nectar is an important source of 
food for native birds. A Hawaiian legend suggests that if 
you pick an ‘ōhi‘a lehua (blossom), it will rain that day.

‘Ūlei
Osteomeles anthyllidifolia

Rosaceae
Indigenous

The branches of ‘ūlei most often spread over the 
ground but may also form small tree-like shrubs. It has 
distinctive small, glossy leaves that are dark green above 
and silvery underneath. Digging sticks (‘ō‘ō) and fishing 
spears were made out of the hard wood, and the slender 
branches were used to make hoops for fish nets. The 
flowers and fruits were used for lei.

Loulu Hiwa
Pritchardia martii

Arecaceae
Endemic

Pritchardia is the only native genus of palm in Hawai‘i. Loulu 
hiwa, outplanted here, is endemic to the Ko‘olau Mountain 
range of O‘ahu. This species reaches about 9 meters (30 feet) in 
height. Its large fan-shaped leaves are green above and silvery 
underneath. The hard wood inside the trunk was carved into 
spears and the leaves were used for thatching. Loulu fruit, called 
hāwane and resembling young coconut meat, can be eaten.

‘Uki‘uki
Dianella sandwicensis
Xanthorrhoeaceae

Indigenous
‘Uki ‘uki is a clumping herb with leaves up to a meter 
(3.3 feet) long. It grows in a variety of habitats. In recent 
years it has been used extensively as an ornamental 
in landscape plantings, reflecting a trend toward 
commercial use of native plants. Traditional Hawaiian 
uses include braiding the leaves for cordage and using 
the blue fruits for lei and as dye for kapa (cloth).

Restoring Native Plant Communities 

Nu‘uanu Pali State Wayside
STATE OF HAWAI‘I / Department of Land and Natural Resources / Division of State Parks

Native Plant Restoration Project
in Collaboration with the Ko‘olau 

Mountains Watershed Partnership



Mahalo to our contributors!
We would like to extened a warmfelt mahalo 
to those who allowed us to use their photos 

featured on this sign.
We would also like to thank our partners 

Hui Kū Maoli Ola Native Nursery, Maui Native 
Nursery and Roots Restoration for providing the 

plants volunteers have planted in the garden.

Mahalo nui kākou!
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