
Kumerahou
Pomaderris kumeraho

 

Family Name: Rhamnaceae  
Common Names: Kumerahou, Kumarahou                               
Description: Kumerahou is a branching shrub growing up to 3 metres high, found in the top 

half  of  the  North  Island  of  Aotearoa.   Its  name probably  derives  from its 
attractive creamy yellow flowers appearing in early spring to mark the coming 
of the kumara planting season.  Once commonly found on roadsides and in 
poor, clay soils (hence one of its names, “Poverty weed”), it is becoming less 
widespread  as  human activity  encroaches  more  and  more  on  its  traditional 
habitat.  

Parts Used: Herb
Constituents: Flavonoids, including the flavonols quercetin & kaempferol, highest levels of 

which occur in the flowers, ellagic acid & its 0-methyl ethers, saponins, iron.
Pharmacology: Unfortunately, like most of our native plants, very little scientific investigation 

has been conducted into the possible pharmacological actions of Kumerahou. 
Nevertheless,  this plant  has a  strong reputation for the treatment of  several 
conditions, in particular those affecting the lungs.  Most of the following is 
derived from ethnobotanical information on traditional or folklore usage, as 
opposed to that published in scientific journals. 

Actions: Expectorant - helps to remove excess mucus from the respiratory system.
Alterative - helps restore normal body functions by improving the removal of 
metabolic wastes. 
Antidyspeptic - helps relieve indigestion. 
Antirheumatic - helps relieve and prevent rheumatic conditions and gout. 
Vulnerary - soothes and aids the body in the healing process.  

Topical Uses: The leaves and flowers of Kumerahou were used as a poultice on or to bathe 
wounds, sores and rashes.  Liquid made from Kumerahou was also used in the 
bath,  not  only  as  a  soap  substitute,  but  also  for  its  soothing  emollient 
properties probably due also largely to saponins.
An ointment made from Kumerahou was sold in Auckland many years ago for 
skin  cancer.   No  further  information  is  available  on  this,  and  a  proper 
investigation into this possible activity would certainly be useful.

Adverse effects: No significant adverse effects have been reported to date, either from internal 
or external use of Kumerahou preparations.  Like other saponin-rich plants, 
however, the ingestion of excessive doses or even moderate doses in a few 
sensitive individuals, may result in emesis or vomiting.

Dosage: 20 – 40ml per week of a 1:2 fluid extract.
(available by prescription through a Registered Medical Herbalist)
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Phytomed Medicinal Herbs Ltd – Phil Rasmussen 
Maori Healing and Herbal by Murdoch Riley
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Kumerahou is one of the strongest expectorants and antimicrobials with a particular 
indication for upper respiratory tract infections that are difficult to shift.

Historically:

Reverend Edgar Ward (1863 - 1934), who was also a qualified pharmacist; marketed a 
patent remedy called “Kuranui”. It  was apparently made with Kumerahou, Koromiko and 
other unspecified herbs. The mixture was claimed to be a specific for tuberculosis and asthma. 
This was also told to me by an elderly lady by the name of Mrs Gay Edwards who knew of 
this product and reported it was sold in Clarks Pharmacy in Waihi (North Island, NZ) for 
“Miners Cough”.

The Maori traditionally planted the kumara when the kumerahou blossomed.
“Gumdiggers soap” refers to the use in the gold fields of Northland where the plant was 
abundant. The flower head, when crushed in the hands and mixed with a little water produced 
a soapy lather. It was also very useful in the early days to clean the greasy oil off your hands 
when the car broke down.

“Poverty weed” another of its nicknames refers to the plants liking of poor clayey 
soils. It helps to build up nutrient levels in the soil.

It was used by the Maori in homebrew and also by the pakeha as a substitute for hops.
“Golden Tainui” (Pomaderris apetala) was a name given the plant (golden due to the flower 
blossoms) and because it was believed to have sprung from the green boughs used in the 
canoe “Tainui”, one of the six famous canoes of the Great Heke.

Medicinally:
 

The leaves of Kumerahou are best known for their use in the form of a decoction or 
infusion for a wide variety of respiratory ailments.  Bronchitis was treated with it at least as 
early as 1840, and various early writers reported its popularity as a cure for coughs and colds. 
It was also widely used earlier this century to treat tuberculosis, sometimes combined with 
Koromiko and other herbs.  In the 1930’s it became popular in the treatment of asthma.
Saponins are probably the main constituents responsible for Kumerahou’s reputed efficacy in 
these bronchial conditions, although these have yet to be characterized.   

It  was also said that it  was a  good blood cleanser,  with a  beneficial  effect  on the 
kidneys.  Various  reports  exist  in  the  early  literature  of  a  ‘blood  purifying’  action  by 
Kumerahou, and it was widely taken internally for skin diseases and as a general ‘tonic’, in 
addition to being applied topically.  Alleged benefits on the kidneys and a gentle aperient 
action (an agent  that acts  as a  mild laxative on the bowels),  could account  for increased 
elimination of metabolites and toxic material from the body.

Mix  with  mingimingi  to  make  a  very  good  tonic  to  help  expel  mucus  from  the 
respiratory tract. In 1933 Aunt Daisy recalled sugar bags of Kumerahou being bought into the 
studio  and the  office  girls  handing  out  portions  to  those  suffering  from rheumatism and 
wheezing with asthma.
 

It was also used in the bath, said to be good for the skin, especially for little children.
Used in the treatment of arthritis by the Chinese in New Zealand. 

A kumerahou infusion  was  also  used  for  the  stimulation  of  milk  flow in  nursing 
mothers.  

Reference: Phil Rasmussen – Phytomed Medicinal Herbs Ltd.
    Maori Healing & Herbal – Murdoch Riley
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