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Silverswords Videopodcast
Aloha, I'm Dean Gallagher, a ranger here at Hawaii Volcanoes National Park. Today we're high up on the slopes of Mauna Loa. Here, between 6,000 and 7,000 feet (1,829 and 2164 meters) elevation is some of the harshest climates in Hawai‘i and yet life finds a way. If scarcity is something that gives things value, then here on the slopes of Mauna Loa is one of the most valuable plants on Earth. Rarer than diamonds—the Hawaiian silversword. This beautiful plant exists here in the high, harsh environment. In Hawaiian—ahinahina. Heroes come in all shapes and sizes and Hawai‘i's silverswords have had a number of heroes. 

One of the most unlikely was the story of a Kahuku ranch hand or paniolo—one of the Hawaiian cowboys. This cowboy had the forethought to look out and see the beautiful silverswords disappearing all over the ranch lands. These silverswords were being destroyed by non-native goats, sheep cattle and pigs. Seeing the demise of these beautiful plants, on his own, he set up a fence to protect them. From that one fenced-in area of Kahuku, we now have all of the silverswords you see out planted. From the foresight of one individual, we've been able to use that same location to collect seeds and genetic material to allow us to return the silverswords to the slopes of Mauna Loa. 

Part of the difficulty in getting silverswords to recover in Hawai‘i has been the life cycle of the plant itself. Only one time in its life will it send up a beautiful flowering stalk. This distant relative of the tarweed family will actually flower once in its life cycle and die. Even then only after about 20 to 30 years. Now the part that makes this unique, is during this flowering life cycle, it has to be cross pollinated with another silversword. And not just that, but another silversword that isn't a close relative. Only then will it get cross pollinated and set seed. Here, high on the slopes, not only do we have this silversword flowering, but there's one right behind me flowering as well.

Careful outplanting—work in greenhouses—that have allowed us to look at the genetics of the plants and insure that these plants will be cross pollinated has aided in the recovery. 

Here at Hawaii Volcanoes National Park, we invite you to come up and see these magnificent silverswords. Remember to keep your distance from the plants because they have shallow root systems. Those shallow root systems can be damaged by walking on them. If you'd like to get a great picture of the flower, make sure you keep your distance, and use a telephoto lens. That will ensure that these remarkable plants will be here for future generations to enjoy. Yes, rarer than diamonds—the Hawaiian silversword.

