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AGAPANTHUS 
Amaryllidaceae family
Agapanthus praecox
Common name: Agapanthus

 
I first arrived in the author’s garden 

many moons ago, in the days before 
rubbish tips became waste disposal 
facilities and when many people were 
not averse to scrounging for discarded 
treasures. I’d been tossed away in a heap 
of garden waste, but was destined for 
survival in a new and welcoming en-
vironment. This was an era when there 
was more chance of seeing an elephant 
in a tutu than an agapanthus dressed 
in any colour other than pale blue or 
white, but times have changed, and 
today, in addition to Agapanthus prae-
cox, the most common species that has 
large light blue flowers, many cultivars 
are readily available with flowers from 
the palest hues of blue and purple to the 
darkest shades of blue that are almost 
black. Some have flowers with com-
binations of colours, such as the blue 
and white ‘Twister’, while ‘Double Di-
amond’ has double white flowers, and 
others, such as the dwarf blue flowered 

‘Golden Drop’ have variegated foliage, 
so all in all we’re a good looking bunch. 

Being a native of southern Africa, 
I’m right at home in hot and dry con-
ditions, and have no complaints about 

droughts, during which I’ll thrive with 
barely a drop of water if I have to.

When it comes to soil, I’m very easy 
to please, and although I’d obviously 
prefer good quality fertile soil, almost 
any type will do and I won’t complain 
unless it’s so poorly drained that my 
roots, which are technically rhizomes 
rather than bulbs, become too wet and 
start to rot.

Give me brilliant sunshine or dap-
pled shade and, with my long strap-like 
leaves and masses of flowers, I’ll put on 
a dazzling display, and with my abili-
ty to thrive in a wide range of climat-
ic conditions and to tolerate frost I’ll 
grow almost anywhere. In cold climates 
I hide from the world during winter 
months, but in warm frost-free regions 
I’m an evergreen, and my presence can 
be enjoyed all year round.

My globular clusters of small flow-
ers, which are produced from spring to 

Above:  Agapanthus ‘Twister’

Op. page and left: Agapanthus 
praecox
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summer, are born on stalks that, on the 
largest species, reach a height of around 
90cm. The large varieties can be plant-
ing at the rear of a garden border that’s 
dominated by lower growing plants, 
and with smaller varieties being the 
perfect plants for rockeries, for grow-
ing in containers, and for use as edging 
plants, and with our ability to thrive 
under shading trees where other plants 
might refuse to will grow and flower 
well, there’s an agapanthus for almost 
every situation. 

Our bulbs can quickly develop into 
large clumps that can be divided up 
every few years, during autumn or win-
ter, to promote new and more vigorous 
growth, and that, together with the task 
of religiously removing dead flowers 
to prevent seeds from developing and 
spreading our species to areas where 
we’re not welcome, is all that’s required 
to allow us to become the best of garden 
companions.

CALADIUM
Araceae family
Caladium bicolour
Common name: Angel Wings, Caladi-
um

We caladiums believe in taking 
life easy, and for much of the year our 
corms lie dormant in the soil. When 
summer approaches the gardener 
impatiently waits for us to emerge 
from the subterranean darkness, 
and as we slowly awaken and unfurl 

our colourful leaves we invariably 
bring a smile of pleasure to her face.

The primary colour of the foli-
age of most plants is green, but we 
caladiums don’t fit that mould, for 
although our large heart-shaped or 
lance-shaped leaves may feature hints 
of green, red is often our most promi-
nent colour. And with the addition of 
white and pink in a range of random 
streaks, stripes and spots, what you 

get is some of the most attractive foli-
age in the plant world. And with more 
than 1,000 cultivars available, we’re 
an amazingly diverse group of plants. 

We’ll contentedly grow in a shaded 
location, although the colour of our 
leaves might be somewhat subdued 
in excessively dense shade, but a lo-
cation in full sun, where our sensitive 
leaves will be scorched, is certainly not 
our cup of tea. Neither is a site with 
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excessively wet and poorly draining 
soil that will cause our corms to rot. 
And whether we’re grown in a garden 
bed or in a container, the one thing 
that’s guaranteed to bring our lives to 
a premature end is excessive watering 
during our winter dormant period.  

We’re most at home in tropical 
and sub-tropical climates, and al-
though we’ll appear lethargic and be-
gin to die down in autumn, we’ll sur-
vive the winter in the ground, but it’s 
a different story in colder climates 
where our corms should be dug up 

and stored in a dry environment un-
til spring makes its welcome return.

It’s hard to imagine that any-
one with even a tad more common 
sense than a demented grasshopper 
would consider eating our leaves or 
corms, but I assure you that we’re far 
from tasty and care should be tak-
en when handling us, as every part 
of us contains poisonous substances.

Above and opposite page: 
Caladiums

CLIVIA
Amaryllidaceae family
Clivia miniata
Common name: Kaffir Lily, Fire Lily

In the early 19th century British nat-
uralists discovered my ancestors grow-
ing in their native habitat of southern 
Africa and, in an era when the British 
Empire was a dominant global power, 
they named it in honour of Lady Char-
lotte Clive, the Duchess of Northum-
berland, a prominent British aristocrat 
of the day. She was the grand-daughter 
of Robert Clive, a military officer who 
played a major role in establishing Brit-
ish control over India and who became 
known simply as ‘Clive of India,’  and was 
the first to cultivate a clivia in England.

Many plants that are grown from 
bulbs or rhizomes are seasonal plants 
that die down once their burst of 
blooms has come to an end, but not me. 
I’m a faithful evergreen companion all 
year long, and have become one of the 
aristocrats of the author’s garden, with 
my long strap-like leaves adding a mass 
of dark green foliage to the landscape 
day in and day out. And when my vi-
brant orange flowers burst onto the 
scene in late winter, spring and sum-
mer I take a well-deserved bow and 
enthral my audience with my beauty. 

Like most aristocrats I’m rather 
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demanding, but given the right condi-
tions I’ll eventually form a large clump 
and reach a height of around 70cm. I’ll 
thrive in tropical and cool climates and 
anywhere in between, but I won’t toler-
ate frost. I won’t be too happy if planted 
in a location where the glaring sun will 
scorch my leaves either, and although I’ll 
survive and grow prolifically in dense 
shade, I’ll produce the best floral display 
in a lightly shaded location with fertile 
well-draining soil. I cope quite admi-
rably with dry weather, and although I 
appreciate some water in the flowering 
season, I need only a limited amount 
during autumn and winter months.

With modern cultivars available 
with yellow and apricot flowers and 
with new plants easily propagated 
from seed and by the division of large 
clumps, a community of clivias can 

play a prominent role in the garden.  

Above: Caladiums

Opposite page top: Clivia miniata

Opposite page bottom: Crinum 
bulbispermum

CRINUM 
Amaryllidaceae family
Crinum bulbispermum
Common name: Crinum Lily, Autumn 
Crocus

Some weird and wonderful garden 
plants originated in Africa, and while 
I’m definitely not in the weird category, I 
can certainly claim to be wonderful, but 
my beauty masks a sinister secret. I’m a 
plant that should be treated with com-
mon sense and caution, for my leaves, 
flowers and bulbs all contain poisonous 
substances, and although poison is the 
weapon that Mother Nature generous-
ly provided to protect me from being 
eaten by insects and animals, I’ll give 

any humans who believe that I’m edi-
ble something to remember me by too.

I’m a member of the lily (Amaryl-
lidaceae) family, with the name of my 
genus being a derivation of the Greek 
word ‘krinon’, which means ‘lily’, and 
with my long, lush strap-like leaves and 
clusters of large trumpet-shaped, white 
perfumed flowers that have a promi-
nent red stripe on each petal, I’m up 
there among the most attractive of lilies. 

Number two on my brag list is my 
ability to grow in some surprising-
ly tough conditions, and although 
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the gardener loves me, she certain-
ly doesn’t pamper me, and my mates 
and I are all given the minimum of 
attention. In fact, I could honest-
ly complain that we’re the neglected 
minority in the garden community.

She’s planted us in the poorest of 
sandy soils in areas subjected to the 
harsh rays of the sun all year round, 
and even during the hottest and driest 
of summers she never offers us a drop 
of water to quench our thirst. But we 
don’t complain. We simply soldier on, 
and although we’d appreciate some 
shade and would happily thrive in 
more fertile or even boggy soil, we ac-
cept our situation gracefully, and grow 
and bloom as we were born to do, and 
silently appreciate the gardener’s adula-
tion and her respect for our resilience.

I’m an evergreen species in this 
warm sub-tropical climate, but in 
cooler regions I’ll shrivel up and 
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CROCOSMIA
Iridaceae family
Crocosmia x Crocosmiiflora
Common name: Montbretia

The 7 species of Crocosmias 
that call the grasslands and tropi-
cal regions of southern Africa their 
home have spawned many culti-
vars, but I’m the only one that’s 
found a home in the author’s garden. 

It was 1880 when Victor Lemoine, 
a French nurseryman, created my first 
ancestors by crossing Crocosmia au-
rea with C. pottsii. He must have been 
pleased with his achievement, but to-
day, believe it or not, there are plenty of 
people who curse the day that the cul-
tivar known as Crocosmia x Crocosmii-
flora, or simply montbretia, was born.

Many people do their utmost to 
eradicate us, for we spread our tiny 
corms with ease and, in our eager-
ness to colonise the landscape, we’ve 
made ourselves far from popular. De-
spite the fact that I’m officially clas-
sified as a pest species in some states 
of Australia, I’m on my best behav-
iour here and the gardener has wel-
comed me, even though I arrived un-
invited and sprang to life from corms 
that arrived as hitchhikers concealed 
in the soil of another potted plant. 

I’m a member of the iris (Iridiaceae) 
family, with long, narrow sword-shaped 
leaves that reach a height of around 50cm 
and that, during summer and autumn, 
are overshadowed by tall spikes of viv-
id golden orange star-shaped flowers. 

I’m easy to please and will thrive 
in poor quality soils in either full sun 
or partial shade. And I’m a tough and 
determined survivor with the ability to 
cope quite admirably with long periods 
of hot and dry weather. I reward the 
gardener with more luxuriant growth 

become dormant during the cold-
est winter months and re-emerge in 
spring, and although I’ll tolerate a 
light touch of frost, I’m happiest when 
grown in a container in a sheltered 
position or indoors where I’m shel-
tered from the coldest of weather. 

and an increased number of flow-
ers when she generously provides me 
with water, and I’m grateful that she’s 
planted me in soil that has good drain-
age to prevent my corms from rotting. 

As the cool days of autumn arrive, 
I vanish from the scene as my foliage 
dies down and I doze in my winter dor-
mancy, but as spring inevitably returns 
I cautiously emerge from the warming 
soil, and creep into the stealthy action 
that has led me into trouble in oth-

er environments. I spread by creating 
new corms at the end of short stolons 
(runners) that allow me to sneak silent-
ly through the subterranean world to 
emerge unexpectedly in new locations.

With a continually increasing vol-
ume of corms I eventually form large 
clumps that can be divided in early 
spring. I rarely produce viable seeds, 

Above: Crocosmia x Crocosmiiflora
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and that’s just as well as far as the 
gardener’s concerned, for while she’s 
happy to allow me to thrive, I certain-
ly don’t want to test the limits of her 
tolerance and be declared a pest that 
must be eradicated from the garden.

EUCARIS 
Amaryllidaceae family 
Eucaris amazonica
Common name: Amazon Lily, Eucaris 
Lily

I’m a member of the extensive lily 
(Amaryllidaceae) family with my spe-
cies thriving, in the wild, in the rain-
forests of Peru. The gardener has kind-
ly provided me with a similarly warm 
and humid environment, and with soil 
that’s rich with moisture-retaining hu-
mus, and the opportunity to grow in the 
freckled shade provided by large trees 
that never allow me to be touched by 
more than the gentle rays of the morn-
ing sun, I’m as happy as a dung beetle in 
a dollop of manure. 

Prolonged exposure to intense sun-
light would burn my large, soft green 
leaves. Too much shade would discour-
age me from flowering. And although I 
like my roots to be kept cool and damp, 
too much water would make them rot, 
and in soil that’s too dry for a prolonged 
period of time I’ll simply curl up and 
die. And if that sounds as though I’m a 
rather fastidious character, then you’re 
right. 

I’m an evergreen species that grows 
to a height of around 70cm, and I’m 
most comfortable in frost-free tropical 
and sub-tropical regions, but I’ll tol-
erate cooler climates if I’m pampered 
by being kept indoors. I’ll grow in a 
container, if that’s the only option, but 
it must be a large one that I won’t out-
grow in a hurry, for I don’t like being 
disturbed and will stubbornly refuse to 
flower for 2-3 years after being rude-
ly uprooted. And after all, it’s my per-
fumed white flowers, which hang down 

Top right: Eucaris amazonica

Bottom right: Freesia laxa

above my glossy leaves, that are my 
crowning glory.
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FREESIA 
Iridaceae family 
Freesia laxa syn. Anomatheca laxa
Common name: Tropical Freesia, False 
Freesia

 When spring approaches I present 
the gardener with a surprise, and she’s 
far from impressed as my first fan-
shaped clusters of narrow green leaves 
pop up in places where I’ve never been 
seen before.
 I’m a member of the iris (Iridace-
ae) family and hail from southern Af-
rica, and unlike more familiar species 
of freesias that are really only happy in 
relatively cool climates, I’ll grow and 
thrive in all but the coldest regions of 
the country. 
 I’m extremely tough and resilient. 
I never complain about the searing 
summer heat and the droughts that fre-
quently accompany it, and despite the 

fact that I originated in an environment 
where summer rainfall is the norm, 
I’ll survive without a drop of water for 
months on end if I have to.
 My preferred location is one that’s in 
either full sun or partial shade and that 
has the well-draining soil that will guar-
antee that my small corms won’t rot. If 
everything’s to my liking, I’ll grow to 
a height of around 20cm and produce 
an abundance of small salmon pink to 
red flowers throughout the spring and 
summer months. 
 As autumn approaches and chases 
summer to oblivion my leaves die as I 
prepare for my winter dormancy, but 
before I vanish from the scene I have 
one last fling. The gardener snips off my 
ripening seeds in an attempt to keep me 
confined to a single garden bed, but I 
hurl every one that she’s missed as far 
as it will go, and when spring returns 
she’s left momentarily speechless when 

she realises just how far I’ve travelled.
 I’ll admit that I can make a nuisance 
of myself, but with my colourful flow-
ers, and those of the white form that’s 
also available, I can provide an attrac-
tive floral display, particularly when 
used as an edging plant or confined to a 
container.

GLADIOLUS
Iridaceae family 
Common name: Gladiolus, Sword Lily

Some 300 species of wild gladioli, 
which are members of the iris (Iridace-
ae) family, grow in regions as diverse as 
Asia, the Mediterranean countries of 
Europe, and Africa, and since the early 
19th century many of these have played 
a role in the creation of the hundreds 
of cultivars that have guaranteed that 
we gladioli are among the world’s most 
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popular and most widely grown flower-
ing plants. 

The name of our genus, Gladio-
lus, is derived from the Latin word for 
a sword, and as plants with narrow 
pointed leaves and long pointed spikes 
of flowers, only someone with the intel-
lect of a demented termite would fail to 
comprehend why we’re sometimes re-
ferred to as ‘Sword Lilies.’

Those of us that are growing in the 
author’s garden have everything we 
require for vigorous growth and for 
the production of our colourful flow-
ers. We revel in full sun and in fertile 
well-draining soil that’s covered with 
a deep layer of mulch that keeps our 
roots cool and the ground pleasantly 
damp. We stand proudly at the rear of 
a garden bed, behind a cluster of low-

Opposite page and above: Gladioli 
cultivars

er plants and, as we reach towards our 
ultimate height of around 1.5 metres, 
we’re tied securely to wooden stakes to 
ensure that our fragile stems will with-
stand the blustering breath of winds 
that occasionally come our way. 

Modern gladioli produce flowers 
in every colour imaginable, and in late 
summer when our floral performance 
has reached its conclusion, the garden-
er cuts off our dying stems and we’re 
once again hidden from view among 
more prominent vegetation. 

In this sub-tropical climate our 
corms are left in the ground all year 
round, but in cooler climates and oth-
er areas that are routinely slapped by 
the chilly hand of frost, we prefer the 
comfort offered by being dug up during 
winter and stored in a cool dry place 

until spring returns.
After replanting it may be 10-12 

weeks before we produce our first glo-
rious flowers, but those of us that have 
been dozing, all year long, beneath the 
soil of the author’s garden might nev-
er have lived to bloom another day if 
she hadn’t been considerate enough to 
mark our locations with stakes. These 
not only provide our lofty flower spikes 
with support, but also mark the loca-
tion of our dormant corms so that we 
won’t be destroyed with a misplaced 
spade or fork or have our presence for-
gotten and our spot in the heart of the 
garden reallocated to another species.

HABRANTHUS 
Amaryllidaceae family
Habranthus robustus
syn. Zephyranthes robustus
Common name: Rain Lily, Storm Lily

I’m a native of tropical and sub-trop-
ical regions of South America, so I feel 
quite at home in the author’s garden. I 
arrived here uninvited, with one of my 
small bulbs hidden in the soil of a new-
ly acquired potted plant, but the gar-
dener didn’t complain when the first of 
my slender dark green leaves cautiously 
emerged, and she waited impatiently 
for my first flower to appear and reveal 
my true identity. And when rain fell 
and began to dampen the soil, I polite-
ly obliged, and introduced myself as a 
Rain Lily. 

I was eventually planted in a garden 
bed with plenty of sunlight and with 
moist, well-draining fertile soil, and in 
less time than it takes for a politician’s 
promise to fade into obscurity, that 
one bulb had become many. I’m a gre-
garious character. I love to be part of a 
crowd, and with ‘the more the merrier’ 
being my motto, I’ve done my best to 
colonise large areas of the garden, and 
still there’s no hint of complaint from 
the gardener.  
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We Rain Lilies form large clumps 
if left undisturbed for a few years, and 
no one can deny that we look stunning 
when used as edging plants, or grown 
in a rockery or a container. 

I’ll tolerate hot and dry weather, 
but it’s rain, from a gentle shower to a 
deluge, that triggers my urge to bloom 
from summer through into early au-
tumn, and I produce clusters of 30cm 
high stems that each hold a solitary 
pale pink crocus-like flower. They van-
ish almost as quickly as they appeared, 
and are followed by small globular seed 
pods that the gardener snips off the 
moment she notices them, but there’s 
always the one that got away that defi-
antly scatters its seeds on the soil. And 
with new plants and new bulbs rapid-
ly evolving, Rain Lilies are a dominant 
species in the garden. 

In all but the warmest climates we’ll 
die down and hide ourselves from sight 
during winter months, but will re-

emerge to add our delicate blooms to 
the landscape once again when rain lets 
us know that the time is right to spring 
back into blooming action.

Above: Habranthus robustus
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HIPPEASTRUM
Amaryllidaceae family
Common name: Hippeastrum, Ama-
ryllis

The first of our species to grace the 
garden were bulbs scrounged from a 
rubbish tip in the days before tip shops 
became the face of recycling. They pro-
duced salmon orange trumpet-shaped 
flowers on long stems rising among 
long green strap-like leaves, and have 
grown to become large clumps that 
invariably put on a stunning show in 
spring, and although still attractive, 
they’re now outshone by the beauty of 
modern cultivars.

With most of our genus having 
originated in tropical regions of South 
America we prefer a relatively warm 
climate, but that doesn’t mean that we 
can’t be grown in regions that experi-
ence cool winters and where frost is a 
seasonal visitor. In such situations our 
survival is assured by being planted in 
containers that are displayed in shel-
tered positions, or by having our bulbs 
dug up and stored during winter.

We’ll tolerate neglect with barely a 
scowl, and stoically survive extended 
periods of dry weather, but fertile hu-
mus-rich soil with good drainage is on 
our list of essential requirements, and 
although we’ll grow quite happily in 
dappled or even dense shade, we’ll only 
put on a respectable display of flowers if 
we receive plenty of sunlight. 

In spring, our long green strap-like 
leaves emerge from the soil where we’ve 
laid dormant during winter, and in the 
ensuing weeks leading into the middle 
of summer we strut onto the stage as 
the prima donnas of the garden. 

The many modern cultivars that 
are scattered throughout the garden 
produce large trumpet-shaped flowers 
in colours that range from white and 
pale pink through to the darkest and 
most vibrant of reds, with some having 
double flowers, and many having pet-
als with streaks of contrasting colours. 
Our community includes varieties that 
grow to varying heights, from 20-60cm, 
with the tallest flowers, on their lofty 

Hippeastrums - clockwise from 
top left: Crewman, Adele Maguire, 
Double or Nothing, Pamela, Anita, 

hollow stems, requiring protection for 
winds that mutter and occasionally 
howl across the landscape. But in the 
author’s garden we face an addition-
al threat, for our enemies are on the 
prowl, particularly during times of 
drought, for it’s then that hungry wal-
labies and kangaroos emerge from the 
surrounding woodlands and discover 
that the flowers of hippeastrums are 
good tucker.

Over time, if left undisturbed, we 
evolve into large clumps that can easily 
be divided to spread our population to 
new areas. And the gardener grows new 
plants from the hordes of seeds that we 
produce each year, and although a new 
generation of plants might not produce 
flowers that are replicas of those of 
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Hippeastrums - clockwise from 
top left: unnamed cultivar, ‘Far 
Horizons’, A’nticipation’, ‘Adele 
Maguire.’

their parents, each adds another dash of 
vibrant colour to the garden landscape.

Hippeastrum ‘Adele Maguire’, with 
double flowers that have pink petals 
with white stripes, is a real charmer. 
‘Anita,’ which has vivid flame orange 
flowers, pales in comparison to ‘Antic-
ipation’, which has spectacular deep red 
blooms. ‘Crewman’, with salmon pink 
flowers with a wide white strip on each 
petal and a bright green throat, is cer-
tainly worthy of a place in any garden, 

as is ‘Double or Nothing’, with its dou-
ble flowers having white petals that are 
streaked with apricot pink.

‘Far Horizons,’ with its bright pink 
flowers, each of which has a green 
throat, ‘Jenny,’ which has large vivid 
pink flowers, and ‘My Picotee,’ which 
has flowers that have white petals 
streaked and hemmed with red and a 
bright green throat are all show-stop-
pers. The lovely ‘Pamela’ has the bright-
est red flowers of them all, while ‘Sally 

Cooper’ has deep pink to vivid red dou-
ble flowers, and the glamorous ‘Sandra 
Otway’ is of similar appearance but has 
the added bonus of having streaks of 
white on its double petals and a green 
throat to each flower.
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Hippeastrums - clockwise from 
top left ‘My Picotee’, Hippeastrum 
papilio, ‘Jenny’,  Hippeastrum 
sonatini ‘Swan Lake’.

Hippeastrum sonatini hybrids are 
among the most versatile of all hip-
peastrums, and will contentedly grow 
in cold climates without demanding to 
be dug up in winter. This species is rep-
resented in the author’s garden by H. 
sonatini ‘Swan Lake’ that, with its pure 
white flowers, appears rather bland in 
comparison to its more gaudy neigh-
bours, one of which is H. papilio. With 
its unusual reddish brown and white 
streaked flowers tinged with green it’s 
unquestionably one of the best of the 

many hippeastrums that are perfect 
garden companions.

LILIUM LANCIFOLIUM
Liliaceae family
Lilium lancifolium syn. L. tigrinum
Common name: Tiger Lily

I’m almost as patient as a fossilised 
weevil waiting for a mate, and for much 
of the year I lie hidden beneath the soil, 
hoping that I haven’t been totally for-

gotten, that the soil won’t be dug over, 
that my bulbs won’t be savagely sliced 
with a spade, and that other plants 
won’t be planted in my spot in the gar-
den. My worries are over and my life 
resumes when spring arrives, and when 
my leaves silently pierce through the 
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Top and above: Hippeastrums, 
unnamed cultivars.

Left: Hippeastrum ‘Jenny’.

soil and I rise from my subterranean 
tomb the gardener wipes away a tear of 
nostalgia. 

I was grown from a tiny bulblet, 
more correctly known as a bulbil, which 
was plucked from where it had formed 
at a leaf axil, the area where the leaves 
meet the plant’s stem. That bulbil was 
the offspring of a plant growing in the 
garden of the author’s father, and now 
my presence provides a visible remind-
er of long gone days when father and 
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daughter worked side by side, sharing 
their passion for gardening. And as I 
enthusiastically unfurl the vivid orange 
dark spotted petals of my long lasting 
flowers, the gardener smiles as I revive 
happy memories of the past.

My species originated in Asia, pri-
marily in China, Japan and Korea 
where, in some regions, it’s grown pri-
marily for its edible bulbs that, when 
baked, are said to have a flavour similar 
to that of potatoes. My flower buds are 
edible too, and some parts of Tiger Lily 
plants are used in homeopathic medi-
cines, but here I’m prized solely for the 
beauty of my flowers.

I’ll thrive in a wide range of climatic 
conditions, with my primary require-
ment being a location in full sun. I’ll 
tolerate poor quality soil, and although 

I prefer a site that has good drainage, 
I’ll cope quite adequately with wet soil 
as long as it’s not excessively wet during 
the dormant phase of my existence. 

Reaching a height of around 1.2 
metres, I rise above the crowd of other 
plants in a congested garden bed and, 
with a hint of pride at my link to the 
past, I enjoy being the focus of atten-
tion until, in autumn, I die back down 
to doze, once again, beneath the cool 
dark earth.

ORNITHOGALUM
Asparagaceae family
Ornithogalum dubium
Ornithogalum thyrsoides Common 
name: Star of Bethlehem, Chincher-
inchee

Ornithogalu dubium ‘Gugu’. Most 
gardeners are familiar with my close 
relative, the hyacinth, but I’m a stranger 
to many people, and that’s a shame, for 
although I might sound a tad immod-
est, the truth is that I’m pretty good 
looking and worthy of a place in every 
garden. 

I’m a native of southern Africa, and 
unlike hyacinths that prefer cool con-
ditions, I’m quite at home in a wide 
range of climatic regions, but I have to 
admit to being rather confused about 
the seasons. In contrast to many other 
bulbous plants I’m nowhere to be seen 
when spring comes calling. It’s autumn 
or early winter before I decide to make 
an appearance and reveal my narrow 
light green strap-like leaves, and my 
first clusters of flowers, on their 30cm 
high stems, don’t appear until winter is 
well under way. And in the first days of 
spring, when other bulbs are eager to 
burst into life, I’m ready to die down 
and spend the warmest months of the 
year hidden from view as I doze be-
neath the soil.

Above left: Lilium lancifolium

Above right: Ornithogalum 
thyrsoides ‘Chesapeake Snowflake’.



17 The Gardener’s Companions

I’ll happily grow in either full sun or 
light shade and will put on a stunning 
floral display not only in a container 
and as a border edging plant but also in 
the shade of trees where few other flow-
ering plants thrive. I’ll survive a light 
touch of frost, I won’t complain if my 
bulbs are planted in poor quality soil, 
and I’m relatively drought tolerant, but 
one thing I insist on is a site with good 
drainage, and I don’t take too kindly to 
being drenched with water during my 
summer dormant period.

My species name is a Latin word 
that’s translated as ‘dubious’, and it’s 
a reference to the fact that I’m unlike 

other ornithogalums. And the one dif-
ference that stands out as clearly as an 
emu in a hen house is the colour of my 
flowers that, in contrast to those of the 
more widely available white flowered 
species, such as O. thyrsoides ‘Chesa-
peake Snowflake,’ are vivid orange.

The bulbs, leaves and flowers of all 
ornithogalums are poisonous, but our 
long-lasting star-shaped flowers, which 
have a subtle perfume, are only likely to 
be eaten by someone with less common 
sense than a fossilised amoeba.

Above left: Ornithogalum thyrsoides 
‘Chesapeake Snowflake’.

POLIANTHES 
Asparagaceae family
Polianthes tuberosa 
Common name: Tuberose

Polianthes, the name of my genus, 
is derived from a Greek word meaning 
‘many flowers’, and in late summer and 
autumn, when my tall spikes of double, 
star-shaped, creamy white flowers burst 
onto the scene, it’s obvious that it’s a de-
scription that’s as appropriate as saying 
that a butterfly has wings.

As a native of Mexico I appreciate 
warm weather with no hint of frost, but 
in regions with cool winter tempera-
tures I’ll be quite content to grow in a 
container or in an outdoor garden bed, 
providing my bulbs are dug up before 
winter comes calling, and replanted 
when the threat of frost has passed. 

A garden bed with fertile, 
well-draining soil that receives plenty 
of sunlight is my preferred option, and 
in the hottest of regions a lightly shaded 
location ensures that I’m comfortable 
in the midst of summer. And although 
I can tolerate long dry spells of drought 
I’ll refuse to flower well unless the soil 
is damp, but not so excessively wet that 
my bulbs are at risk of rotting. And if 
I’m content with my lot, my long and 
narrow light green leaves will emerge in 
spring, and in late summer and autumn 
I’ll provide a stunning floral display, 
with my flowers, on stems that reach 
a height of around 50cm, filling the air 
with their sweet perfume.

PROIPHYS
Amaryllidaceae family
Proiphys cunninghamii syn. Eurycles 
cunninghamii
Common name: Brisbane Lily, More-
ton Bay Lily
 

I’ve got every right to harbour a lit-
tle envy, for while Australian gardeners 
recognise a wide range of flowering 
bulbs from around the world, few are 
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Top left: Ornithogalum dubium 
‘Gugu’.

Top right and left: Polianthes 
tuberosa.

aware of my existence, despite the fact 
that I’m an Australian native species. 

I’m a member of the lily (Amarylli-
daceae) family, and although the chanc-
es of spotting me in a garden are only 
marginally greater than the possibili-
ty of seeing a wallaby wearing wellies, 
it’s a different story for anyone who, at 
the right time of the year, is exploring 
the great outdoors in north-eastern 
New South Wales or south-eastern 
Queensland. It’s here, in lightly shad-
ed areas within rainforests and euca-
lypt woodlands, that I’m most likely 
to be discovered, but I’ve also made 
myself at home in the author’s garden. 

In my sheltered location beneath 
tall trees, where the porous soil is al-
ways damp, I put on a display of sub-
tle elegance when, in spring, my dark 
green heart-shaped leaves emerge 
from the soil to be followed by fra-
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SCADOXUS 
Amaryllidaceae family
Scadoxus multiflorus syn. Haemanthus 
multiflorus
Common name: Blood Lily, Powder-
puff Lily, Pincushion Flower, Ball of Fire

One good turn deserves another, 
someone once said, and when the au-
thor did a good deed for a neighbour 

grant white flowers on stems that 
rise to a height of around 50cm.

I prefer a warm frost-free climate, 
but in cooler areas I’ll do my best to 
impress if grown in a sheltered location 
or in a container. As winter approach-
es I die down and hide beneath the soil 
once again, and it’s then that the pop-
ulation of my species can be increased 
by dividing up large clumps of bulbs. 
And new plants can also be produced 
from the small bulbils that form on 
my flower stems as my enchanting 
blooms come to their inevitable end.

I was her reward. And she welcomed 
me with open arms, for she loves an-
ything that’s weird and wonderful, 
and I certainly fit into that category.

I’m a species that originated in 
South Africa, and although I’m a 
member of the lily (Amaryllidace-
ae ) family, I resemble a lily as much 
as an armadillo resembles a giraffe. 

It’s my unusual flowers, which ap-
pear in summer and autumn, that 
ensure that I’m easily recognisable, 
and with more than 100 tiny flame 
red flowers forming a globular cluster 
that’s around 20cm in diameter, I’m an 
eye-catching character despite the fact 
that, when I bloom, there’s usually not 
a single leaf in sight. My large,  oval, 
bright green leaves appear later, usu-
ally when my long-lasting flowers are 
nothing more than a pleasant memory.

Although I have some very specif-
ic requirements and don’t appreciate 
excessively low temperatures, I’m not 
hard to grow in a frost-free environ-
ment. I’ll thrive in the light shade be-

Above: Proiphys cunninghamii

Opposite page: Scadoxus multiflorus

neath trees and in full sun, with my 
preference being for well-draining soil 
that has plenty of humus to retain the 
moisture I require to put on a stunning 
floral display. But I don’t appreciate too 
much water during my dormant period. 

For optimum results, I like to be left 
undisturbed to come and go with the 
seasons, but when I’ve evolved into a 
large clump I can be dug up and divided 
to increase my presence in the garden, 
but the gardener takes an alternative 
option. She collects the small red ber-
ries that follow my flowers and prop-
agates new plants from the seeds that 
they contain, but she handles me with 
care, for my leaves, stems and roots all 
contain poisonous substances that were 
used by the traditional hunters of Af-
rica to give their arrows a deadly edge.
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ZEPHYRANTHES
Amaryllidaceae family
Zephyranthes carinata
Zephyranthes candida
Zephyranthes flavissima
Common name: Rain Lily, Storm Lily, 
Autumn Crocus

We zephyranthes made ourselves at 
home in the author’s garden many years 
ago and survival has never been a prob-
lem, for we’re tough and determined lit-
tle characters that cope quite admirably 
with almost any conditions that Mother 
Nature tosses our way. We refuse to be 
fazed by either droughts or torrential 
summer rains, and even when the gar-
dener abandons us for months on end 
we’re unperturbed by neglect.  

We thrive in poor quality soil, and 
although we appreciated good drain-
age, we have no complaints if the soil 
remains damp. And although we pre-
fer a location in full sun, we’ll be as 
happy as teenage nerds with the latest 
electronic gadget even when planted in 
light shade.

We’re members of the lily (Amaryl-
lidaceae) family, and with most of our 
genus hailing from the warm climates 
of the South American continent we 
shudder at the thought of frost, but will 
survive its most gentle touch with no 
complaints.

One of our most welcome features 
is that we are evergreen, with our long, 
narrow, dark green grass-like leaves sur-
viving throughout the seasons in all but 
the coldest climates. But it’s after rain, 
even following the lightest of showers, 
that we put on our finest attire, for it’s 
then, in spring through to autumn, 
that we produce our flowers, with each 
stem, which rises to a height of around 
20cm, bearing a single bloom. 

In containers, in a rockery, mass 
planted, or as edging or ground cover 
plants we put on a stunning floral dis-
play and, if left undisturbed, we’ll pro-
duce new bulbs and thus an increased 
number of flowers every year as we 
evolve into sprawling clumps.

Zephyranthes candida, which calls 
Argentina its ancestral home, produc-
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es white crocus-like flowers. Z. carina-
ta (formerly Z. grandiflora,) which is a 
native of Mexico and Central America, 
has deep pink flowers and can tolerate 
colder conditions than others of our ge-
nus. And Z. flavissima, a native of Bra-
zil and Argentina and that is less able 
to cope with frost than other species, is 
the brightest of us all with its vivid yel-
low flowers adding a touch of gold to 
even the greyest of days.

Top: Zephyranthes carinata

Bottom: Zephyranthes flavissima

Op. page: Zephyranthes candida
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