
1 The Gardener’s Companions



Cacti and Succulents 2

succulents and cacti

ADENIUM
Apocynaceae family
Adenium obtusum 
Common name: African Desert Rose

With a swollen fleshy stem and 
branches that, for much of the year, host 
nothing more than a sparse number of 
dark green leathery leaves, we’re often as 
alluring as a flock of desiccated bed bugs, 
but when our flowers appear we’re sud-
denly the focus of everyone’s attention. 

We’ll bloom from spring through to 
autumn, and it’s our trumpet-shaped 
flowers, which range in colour from 
white and pink to deep red and even 
pale yellow that are undoubtedly our 
most attractive feature. Our other prized 

If there was ever rivalry between 
cacti and succulents that contest, at 
least in the author’s garden, has been 
won by succulents, for although a 
few species of cacti are our neigh-
bours, it’s we succulents that domi-
nate the hottest and driest sections 
of the garden landscape.  

Most cacti, the majority of which 
are found, in the wild, in the most arid 
southern regions of the USA and in 
South America, are generally able to 
withstand hot and dry conditions ad-
mirably and with no complaints. Some, 
from high altitudes will also thrive in 
cold conditions, but all require soil with 
exceptionally good drainage. And suc-
culents, which are generally the non-
spiny species, have similar require-
ments, with most also able to tolerate 
hot and dry conditions, though sur-
prisingly enough most appreciate some 
shade during the hottest part of the day.

Top: Adenium obtusum double 
flowered cultivar.

Bottom: Adenium obtusum ‘Pretty 
Pink’.

Opposite page: Adenium obtusum 
rubrum
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characteristic is our ability to survive 
in some of the harshest conditions 
that Mother Nature can conjure up. 

It’s in warm frost-free climates that 
we feel most at home, and we’re cer-
tainly not mates with Jack Frost, and in 
regions where he touches the landscape 
with his icy fingers our survival is only 
guaranteed if we’re grown indoors or in 

containers that can be moved to a safe 
location before old Jack pays a visit. 

We’ll thrive and look a picture of 
good health even if all that’s on offer 
is poor quality sandy soil, a location 
that’s scorched by the full force of the 
summer sun, and no water other than 
that which falls from the sky. But it’s 
imperative that we have soil with ex-

cellent drainage as our roots and fleshy 
stems will quickly rot if they remain 
wet for too long. And while we cer-
tainly won’t complain if we’re given 
a drink of water during the hottest 
months of the year, we require little 
if any during the winter when we’re 
taking life at a pace that’s no quick-
er than that of an inebriated barnacle. 
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When grown in fertile soil and 
provided with water during our grow-
ing period, we can eventually reach a 
height of around 1.5 metres and spread 
our branches out to a similar width. 

We’re an easy-going mob, and all 
we ask in the way of maintenance is 
a little gentle pruning during winter 
months to ensure that we don’t be-
come too straggly and to encourage us 
to eventually produce an abundance of 
flowers. But we must be treated with a 
modicum of caution, for danger lurks 
beneath our harmless exterior, and our 
milky sap contains a poison that was 
once used by the native people of our 
African homeland, who daubed it on 
their arrows when hunting their prey.

We can be propagated by cuttings 
and also from seeds, and the seedlings 
that the gardener tends keep her in sus-
pense. She has her fingers crossed that 

Lady Luck will intervene and that our 
offspring will produce the brightest of 
flowers in unusual hues, and will per-
haps even bear the double flowers that 
are the crowning glory of the most 
stunning adenium cultivars. But for 
now she has to be content with the best 
of us that include Adenium obtusum 
‘Pretty Pink,’ which has white flowers 
with petals edged with vivid pink, A. 
obtusum rubrum that has spectacu-
lar vivid red blooms, and A. obtusum 
‘Black Dragon’ that has dark red flow-
ers that, in the first days after opening, 
are almost as dark as its name suggests.

Opposite page: Adenium obtusum

Above: Adenium obtusum ‘Black 
Dragon’.
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AEONIUM
Crassulaceae family
Common name: Tree House Leek

We aeoniums are not about to take 
over the earth, for we’re a genus of only 
around 35 species, most of which are 
native to the Canary Islands, but with 
numerous hybrids having been cre-
ated over the years we’re finding our 
way into more and more gardens as 
increasing numbers of people become 
aware of our beauty. We range from 
small to immense in stature, and have 
foliage in a dazzling array of colours, 
and two of the most stunning culti-
vars call the author’s garden home.

We’re plants that know exactly what 
we want, and we certainly won’t put on 
our best performance if our demands 
are ignored. To start with, we don’t par-
ticularly like hot and dry weather, and 
cannot tolerate more than a light touch 
of frost. We’re never too impressed if we 
find ourselves in a location where we’re 
subjected to scorching sunlight for hour 
after hour every day, and we’ll show our 
displeasure with drooping leaves. Some 
dappled shade is all we ask for, and we 
like the touch of sandy soil that has a 
considerable amount of humus to re-
tain moisture and keep our roots cool 
and comfortable. The soil in which 
we’re grown must have good drainage, 
as we don’t appreciate having our toes 
too wet for prolonged periods of time, 
particularly during winter when we 
grow most vigorously. And it’s in winter 
and spring that we produce our clusters 
of small flowers, before settling down 
to doze through the summer months.

Our leaves are clustered, in a flat-
tened rosette shape, at the top of our 
otherwise naked stems, and those of 
Aeonium decorum ‘Sunburst’, which 
grows to a height of around 40cm, are 
streaked with green and cream and 
trimmed with narrow margins of red.

Aeonium arboreum var. atropur-
pureum ‘Zwartkop’, a larger plant that 
can reach a height of almost a metre, 
crowns its stems with rosettes of dark 
red leaves, that almost black at times, 
and eventually puts on a colourful dis-

Top: Aeonium decorum ‘Sunburst’

Bottom: Aeonium arboreum var. 
atropurpureum ‘ Zwartkop’.

Opposite page: Centre right - Aloe 
‘Rias’.  Other images - Aloe ‘Venus’.

play when it produces its large conical 
clusters of small vivid yellow flowers.

Aeoniums are easily propagat-
ed from stem cuttings, with the 
gardener’s labour of love ensur-
ing that our population within the 
garden is continually increasing.
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ALOE
Asphodelaceae family
Common name: Aloe

The garden’s community of aloes 
contains a great diversity of species, from 
the diminutive Aloe vera, which plays 
a useful role with the sap of its fleshy 
leaves used to counter the pain of insect 
stings and burns, to my mates and I, the 
Aloe aloe cultivars that have long light 
green leaves and that are prized for our 
large and colourful spikes of flowers.

We’re some of the largest succulents 
in the garden, and we’re getting taller, 
wider, and developing into more ex-
tensive clumps as every year passes. 
The gardener occasionally scowls at 
us, and threatens us with a snip with 
her secateurs if we become too unru-

ly, but so far she’s let us go along our 
merry way relatively unrestrained. 

Our large blue green fleshy leaves, 
with their jagged and occasionally 
spiny edges, grow in a decorative ro-
sette shape, and when we flower we 
simply get better looking than we were 
before. Our small tubular flowers are 
borne on tall spikes, and although the 
gardener’s always thrilled to see our 
latest crop of flowers, so too are sever-
al species of birds, those with long and 
narrow bills that allow them to access 
the nectar that we generously provide. 

Our ancestors originated in some 
of the most arid regions of the African 
continent and, once established, we 
quickly demonstrate that, having inher-
ited their ability to tolerate a harsh en-
vironment, we’re among the truly tough 
guys of the botanical world. We thrive 
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Above and opposite page: Aloe 
‘Eager Beaver’.

ECHEVERIA
Crassulaceae family
Common names: Hen and Chickens, 
Hen and Chicks

Plants from many genera of succu-
lents have found themselves a welcom-
ing home in the author’s garden, but 
I can brag that we echeverias are her 
favourites. Our flowers might be small 
and generally nothing to shout about, 
but it’s our fleshy leaves, which come 
in shades of blue, pink, green, red, and 

in the poorest of soils, providing the 
drainage is adequate to prevent us from 
becoming waterlogged when heavy 
rains fall. We’re perfectly happy spend-
ing every day in the sunshine with our 
leaves never becoming scorched and 
never wilting. We’ll survive without 
a single drop of water, other than the 
wet stuff that falls from the sky, and 
we’ll even tolerate a light touch of frost. 

Aloe ‘Eager Beaver’, with its large 
spikes of golden orange flowers and 
‘Erik The Red,’ with its numerous tall 
spikes of blood red flowers that appear 
in winter, both of which reach a height 
of around 2 metres and a width of 80cm, 
are unquestionably the gardener’s fa-

vourites. The slightly smaller ‘Rias,’  
which produces a single 1.5-metre high 
stem with leaves that spreads to a width 
of around a metre, has bi-coloured 
flowers that are a combination of burnt 
orange and pale yellow, and is a stunner 
when it blooms during winter months. 

And then there’s ‘Venus’ that, in 
winter and autumn, is adorned with 
tall spikes of bi-coloured red and 
cream flowers. And despite the less-
er stature of this plant that attains a 
height of little more than 60cm and 
a similar width, it’s a highly valued 
member of the garden community.
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mauve, and that grow in a decorative 
rosette, that have earned us our popu-
larity. And although we’re a tad more 
demanding than many other succu-
lents, we’re not so fussy that we need to 
be treated like Prima Donnas.

We’re natives of Central and South 
America and Mexico and have some 
specific demands that must be met to 
ensure that we thrive. A spot in the full 
sun suits us best, but in the midst of 
summer we’re happier if there’s a little 
shade to protect us from the searing 
rays of the sun. 

The mere mention of the word ‘frost’ 
is enough to strike terror into each and 
every one of us for, to us, Jack Frost is 
the Grim Reaper in disguise, and in re-
gions where he routinely stalks across 
the winter landscape, we need to be 
grown indoors or on a sheltered patio if 
we’re not to face a death sentence.

The main secret to keeping us 
healthy and happy is to ensure that 
we’re planted in soil that has exception-
ally good drainage, and that we’re given 
only minimal water, particularly during 
winter months when we grow at little 
more than the speed of a comatose tor-
toise. Overwatering us or leaving water 
sitting among our leaves is a crime akin 
to murder, and if our roots and foliage 
remain too wet for too long, our chanc-
es of survival rival those of a clump of 
seaweed in a rockery. 

In the author’s garden, which is sur-
rounded by native bushland, we face 
another danger, particularly once the 
curtain of night is draped across the 
landscape. It’s then, particularly during 
periods of drought, that wallabies and 
kangaroos emerge from their natural 
habitat in search of food, and our juicy 
leaves are often on the menu. 

There are a huge number of spe-
cies of echeverias and countless cul-
tivars, with some growing as a single 
rosette, while others develop into large 
and sprawling clumps. And with most 
being reasonably easy to propagate ei-
ther from leaf cuttings or from small 
rosettes, our population within the au-
thor’s garden is continually increasing.

Echeveria ‘Baron Bold’ often grows 
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Clockwise from top: Echeveria 
‘Baron Bold’, E. ‘Blue Curls’,  E. 
pulidononis, E. ‘Raindrops’, E. 
nodulosa ‘Painted Lady’.

as a solitary rosette up to 20cm in di-
ameter. It has deep green leaves that 
develop a reddish tinge during winter, 
with each leaf having a raised section 
that becomes larger as the plant ages. 

 ‘Blue Bedder’ is a large and impres-
sive plant that can reach a diameter of 
30cm and that usually remains as a sol-
itary rosette. Its frilly light blue to green 
leaves have pink edges, with the colour 
intensifying in winter months.

‘Blue Curls’ is another cultivar that’s 
rarely more than a single rosette. But 
growing to around 30cm in diameter, 
and with blue green leaves with edges 
that take on a pink hue in spring and 
summer, it’s a beautiful plant, as is ‘Blue 
Frills’ that also develops a large single 
rosette. 

‘Domingo’ has blue leaves that de-
velop a tinge of pink in winter months, 
and although it’s often seen as a single 
rosette that’s some 25cm wide, it pro-
duces new rosettes as it ages, while 
‘Dondo’, with its green leaves, forms a 
dense clump of rosettes that are each 
around 10cm wide.

‘Raindrops’ forms a solitary rosette 
that’s about 15cm in diameter. In win-
ter its leaves, each of which has a raised 
raindrop-shaped area, are green with 
reddish margins, but in summer they 
become blue tinged with pink.

E. nodulosa ‘Painted Lady’ has 
stems that reach a height of around up 
60cm and that carry rosettes of green 
leaves that are streaked with red, and E. 
pulidonis, which has light green to blue 
leaves, eventually forms an extensive 
clump of small rosettes. But it’s Ech-
everia runyonii ‘Topsy Turvy,’ with its 
large rosettes of attractive blue green 
wrinkled leaves, that’s the gardener’s 
pet. 
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Clockwise from top: Echeveria ‘Blue 
Frills’, Echeveria flowers, flowers 
of E. ‘Dondo’, E. ‘Blue Bedder’, E. 
‘Domingo’.
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EPIPHYLLUM
Cactaceae family
Common names: Christmas Cactus, 
Orchid Cactus

As an epiphytic plant that had its 
origins in the forests of Central Ameri-
ca and that routinely scrambles among 
the lofty branches of trees I’m not what 
many people think of as a cactus, but 
that’s exactly what I am, and many 
of my cultivars have the spines that 
are a feature of the majority of cacti. 

My long, flat leafless stems are defi-
nitely not my most outstanding physi-
cal feature, but you can’t judge a book 
by its cover or a cactus by its stem. And 
although I’m no outstanding beauty 
for most of the year, I’m the Cinder-
ella of the plant world, just biding my 
time until I can don my most daz-
zling attire, and it’s then that all who 
see me fall in love with the glorious 

Top: Echeveria runyonii ‘Topsy 
Turvy’. 

Right: Epiphyllum ‘Going Bananas,

character that I miraculously become.
The large and visually stunning 

flowers of epiphyllums, in their sat-
in-textured skirts of petals, come in 
an astounding array of gaudy colours, 
from white and pastel hues to the most 
vivid shades of yellow, orange, pink 
and red. And with many of our blooms 
being around 25cm in diameter we 
certainly stand out from the crowd.

Those of us growing beneath the 
welcome shade of the garden’s many 
trees or in pots in a small shade house 
are of great sentimental importance 
to the gardener, for we were among 
her father’s favourite garden com-
panions, and were transported to our 
new home when he finally left this 
world to explore the great gardens of 
heaven. We’re a continual reminder of 
his life, and have enabled his passion 
for gardening to live on, and are the 
gardener’s most valued inheritance.

Each spring we reward her pa-
tience with the unusual pale yellow 
flowers of  ‘Going Bananas’, the vivid 
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pink blooms of ‘London Fog’, the im-
posing red flowers of the aptly named 
‘Simply Wonderful’, and the glorious 
crimson flowers of ‘Bonanza Belle,’ 
and she sheds a tear of happiness at the 
reawakened memories of her father. 

Our demands are few, and all we 
require to flourish is a lightly shaded, 
frost-free environment, and well-drain-
ing fertile soil that has adequate humus 
to keep our roots cool and slightly damp 
in summer months when we’re eager to 
develop new and vigorous growth. We 
need very little water during winter 
when we’re almost dormant, and when 
the coldest weather hints that it’s ready 
to retreat, we offer our stems as cut-
tings to propagate new plants that will 
allow our species to live on for eternity.

Clockwise from top left: Epiphyllum 
‘Simply Wonderful’, E. ‘Bonanza 
Belle’, E. ‘London Fog’, unnamed 
epiphyllum cultivar.
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EUPHORBIA 
Euphorbiaceae family
Euphorbia millii
Common name: Crown of Thorns

Many years ago, Euphorbia millii, 
which is a native of Madagascar, 
was nothing more than a plant with 
small red flowers that was never a 
species to get overly excited about. 
But times have changed. This sav-
agely spiny plant has evolved, and 
we modern cultivars are far more at-
tractive than our parents ever were. 

Being a deciduous species for much 
of the year we’re still about as inspiring 
as a stale cheese sandwich when we 
display nothing more interesting than 
our brown to olive green stems that 
are naked other than for their thorns. 

When spring arrives we produce an 
abundance of leaves that are generally 
dark green, although there are some 
cultivars with cream and green varie-
gated foliage, and with a cloak of foliage 
we become more appealing characters, 
but our crowning glory is our long last-
ing ‘flowers’, which are not really flowers 
at all. They are in fact bracts, modified 
leaves that surround our minute and 
almost inconspicuous yellow flowers. 
And in addition to being far larger than 
those of the original species, our ‘flowers’ 
come in a wide range of colours, from 
creamy yellow, to pink and vivid red.

Another positive aspect to our char-
acter is our ability to survive in the 
most inhospitable environments. We’re 
sun worshippers that will tolerate the 
most severe of droughts and the sear-
ing heat of summer, and we’ll thrive 
in poor quality sandy soils, but we 
won’t tolerate frost and insist on hav-
ing soil with good drainage to prevent 
our roots from becoming waterlogged. 

We’re unapologetically fero-
cious characters, and the garden-
er has learned by painful experience 
to take great care when handling us, 
when weeding around us, and when 
pruning our branches that reach a 
height of around 80cm, for when sev-
ered they exude a poisonous sap. 

With both the red and the yel-

lowed flowered forms of Euphorbia 
millii supergrandiflora, together with 
the dazzling pink flowered E. millii 
‘Lipstick’, being donors of stem cut-
tings from which new plants can 

Above top and bottom left: 
Euphorbia millii supergrandiflora.

Above right: Euphorbia millii 
‘Lipstick’
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easily be propagated, we’ll remain 
prominent members of the garden 
community for decades to come.

GASTERIA
Asphodelaceae family
Gasteria batesiana
Common name: Ox Tongue, Cow’s 
Tongue

I don’t have to struggle to survive in 
the garden environment that’s now my 
home, but it’s a different story for those 
of my species that still exist in their nat-
ural habitat. For aeons they’ve thrived 
in a hot and dry South African climate, 
and have clung tenaciously to the fac-
es of rugged cliffs, but the future of my 
wild relatives is under threat, for they 
are being collected in ever-increasing 
numbers for use in traditional medi-
cines, and to create good luck charms. 
And with my species believed to possess 
the magical ability to transfer its skill 
at camouflaging itself to any human 
who washes themselves with the plant’s 
leaves, little gasterias are being ripped 
from the ground simply to satisfy those 
who believe in a bit of hocus-pocus.

Fortunately, I and the many cul-
tivars that have been spawned from 
my species are quite content to grow 
in cultivation, providing we’re offered 
a warm, frost-free environment. We 
don’t need a cliff to encourage us to put 
down our shallow roots, but we certain-
ly require the good drainage that such a 
vertical surface provides. We’ll happily 
grow in the full sun, but will be just as 
content in a location with light shade, 
and we’re extremely drought tolerant.

The varied cultivars that have been 
welcomed into the author’s garden 
all possess similar physical features. 
All are attractive, low-growing plants 
that form a rosette of thick, triangular 
dark green leaves that are decorated 
with white spots, known as tubercles. 
But their flowers, which are small tu-
bular blooms on tall grass-like stems, 
are definitely nothing to crow about.

They’re relatively slow-growing 
plants that eventually produce  additional 
rosettes to become a clump and that can 

be propagated either by removing small 
plantlets, or from leaf cuttings or seeds.

Gasteria batesiana ‘Durban’ is the 
best of the bunch, and with its complex 
rosette with numerous leaves, each of 
which has jagged but not spiny edg-
es it’s a beautiful plant. G. batesiana 
‘Golly’ has wider and thicker leaves 
that have a shiny surface and relatively 
smooth edges. And G. batesiana ‘Oka-
vango’, with its far less complex rosette, 
has rougher leaves with smooth edges.

Top: Gasteria batesiana ‘Durban’

Left: G. batesiana ‘Golly’

Right: G. batesiana ‘Okavango’’
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GRAPTOVERIA
Crassulaceae family
Common name: None

Graptoverias came into existence 
as a result of hybridisation between 
Graptopetalum and Echeveria spe-
cies, and if I do say so myself we’re 
a very attractive group of plants. 

Graptoveria ‘Debbie’, with its thick 
and fleshy leaves, which are a light 
greyish blue tinged with pink to pur-
ple, grows in a rosette shape that 
reaches a diameter of around 20cm. 
And as additional rosettes develop, 
she spreads herself across the ground 
to create a colourful carpet of foliage 
that, in spring and summer, she dec-
orates with tiny pale orange flowers 
that sprout from tall and fragile stems. 

‘Debbie,’ like other members of our 
genus, is extremely drought tolerant, 
and although she’s happy to grow in 
full sun, she’ll also cope quite admi-
rably in a location where she receives 
light shade for part of the day. In a cold 
climate she insists on being grown in-
doors or in some other sheltered en-
vironment where her mortal enemy 
Jack Frost will never reach her. When 
it comes to water, she appreciates a 
thirst-quenching drink occasional-
ly, but needs little if any water during 
winter months when the thought of 

Top: Graptoveria ‘Debbie’

Above: Graptoveria ‘Purple Delight’

Right: Haworthia cuspidata 
variegata
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HAWORTHIA
Asphodelaceae family

The members of our genus that have 
made themselves at home in the author’s 
garden are all natives of southern Afri-
ca, and we’re appreciated for our stoic 
determination to survive. And provid-
ing that we’re never over-watered, that 
we have minimal water during win-
ter months when we’re simply sitting 
around and not growing, that we’re 
planted in sandy soil that has excel-
lent drainage and protected from frost 
we’ll remain happy and healthy even 
when neglected for months on end. 

It’s our thick and succulent leaves 
that hold the secret to our success as 
drought tolerant plants, for they re-
tain ample moisture to see us through 
the worst of times. During exces-
sively dry periods our leaves may 
take on a red or purple hue, but they 
revert to their normally green col-
ouring once our thirst is quenched.

Not everyone regards us as beau-
tiful, and our small and insignificant 
flowers, which are suspended on fine 
tall stems, could never be seen as out-
standing features, but beauty, they 
say, is all in the eye of the beholder. 

Haworthia attenuata. I’m one of the 
most eye-catching members of our ge-
nus. I’m a stemless plant with my nar-
row, pointed, dark green leaves forming 

growing rarely crosses her mind. And 
providing she’s planted in porous soil 
to ensure that her roots never become 
excessively wet, she’ll be as content 
as a dung beetle in a heap of manure. 

Graptoveria ‘Purple Delight’ has 
much in common with ‘Debbie’. Both 
have the same cultivation require-
ments and growth habits, and while 
its foliage is often blue to grey, it be-
comes tinges with purple during sum-
mer months when  subjected to warm 
weather and when, at times, its roots 
become a little dry. And like all mem-
bers of our genus it will enthusiastical-
ly produce additional rosettes that can 
be removed to create additional plants.  

Top: Haworthia attenuata

Above: Haworthia coarctata

a rosette that reaches a height of around 
15cm. And it’s the decorative raised 
white spots, known as tubercles, which 
lie in horizontal rows across my foliage, 
that have given me the common name 
of Zebra Plant. I appreciate plenty of 
sunlight, and eventually form clusters 
of rosettes that, in spring and summer, 
are garnished with tiny white flowers.

Haworthia coarctata. Those of my 
species that grow in the wild are usual-
ly found in rocky terrain, and although 
I’m not a plant that needs to be pam-
pered when grown in cultivation, I ap-
preciate a little kindness and respond 
well when grown in light shade. I grow 
as a columnar rosette with a central 
stem that’s surrounded by rigid dark 
green leaves that are decorated with 
white spots. And despite being a rela-
tively slow growing species, I’ll reach a 
height of around 20cm and eventual-
ly form a large clump of rosettes that, 
from late spring through to autumn, 
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HUERNIA
Apocynaceae family

The many members of our genus, 
which thrive in arid and semi-arid areas 
of eastern and southern Africa, are well 
adapted to the harsh environment that 
we inhabit. Droughts are a routine fact 
of life for us, and although we’ll survive 
if grown in a location where we’re sub-
jected to the intense heat of midsummer 
sunshine, our fleshy stems might be-
come scorched. But with an inadequate 
amount of sunlight we’ll become fragile 
and spindly and refuse to produce the 
flowers that are one of our most impres-
sive features. A happy medium is what’s 
required, and that means that we need 
to be planted in a location that, in some 
respects, replicates our natural habitat 
where we frequently grow in the shad-
ow of low shrubs that offer the addi-
tional bonus of protecting us from frost 
that, if it were to settle on our stems, 
would guarantee our destruction. 

The gardener’s found us the per-
fect spot, one that has the well-drain-
ing sandy soil that’s another essen-
tial requirement to guarantee our 
long-term survival. We’re very low 
maintenance, almost no maintenance 

produce a display of minute flowers 
that, I have to admit, are about as in-
spiring as a bunch of dead geraniums.

H. cuspidata variegata. I don’t ob-
ject to being planted in an area with 
dappled shade, but will enthusiastical-
ly soak up the sunshine whenever it’s 
available. Each of my thick and fleshy, 
triangular pointed leaves, which are 
streaked with shades of green and yel-
low, have a translucent area near the 
tip to easily allow sunlight to penetrate 
and reach my internal photosynthetic 
tissues. And it’s this translucent area 
that has earned me the common name 
of Star Window Plant. My leaves grow 
in a rosette that’s approximately 10cm 
wide, with additional rosettes creat-
ing a clump of plants that, in spring 
and summer, produce tiny white tu-
bular flowers on tall grass-like stems. 

plants, and require minimal wa-
ter, particularly during cool weath-
er when we’re essentially dormant.

We have no leaves to keep alive, and 
are plants with nothing more than cy-
lindrical, green, flat-sided stems that, 
in most species, are lined with jagged 
edges that initially appear to be spines. 
But that’s only an illusion, for we’re not 
prickly at all. Although the garden-
er loves us, not everyone appreciates 
what we have to offer. In fact, there are 
those who regard us being ugly, but 
we’re simply unusual, simply weird, 
and never more so than in spring 
and summer when we produce our 
unique and particularly weird flowers. 

Huernia loeseneriana. With my 

short, thick, multi-sided stems, I quite 
quickly form a low growing clump. 
When I eventually bloom I show my 
more appealing face, and my flowers, 
which are around 3cm across, and have 
five leathery pointed petals that are 
mustard yellow with streaks of spots 
of reddish brown, smile at the world.

H. zebrina. I’m commonly referred 
to as a Lifesaver Plant or Little Owl 
Eyes, both references to the appearance 
of my flowers, and I’m another species 
that’s either loved or hated. Some of my 
short green stems, with their ragged 
edges, stand erect, others lean at varied 
angles, and some lie horizontally on the 

Above: Huernia loesneriana
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ground as I grow to create a low mound 
that’s a bit like a tangle of worms. It 
might seem as though I’m intent on be-
coming a creeping ground cover plant, 
but I never go far enough to make a 
nuisance of myself. Although I’m not 
one of the garden’s most dazzling at-
tractions, I justify my existence when 
I bloom. And as my strange flowers, 
which are merely 2-3cm in diameter, 
finally appear there’s no question about 
the fact that small can be beautiful too.

KALANCHOE
Crassulaceae family

The curious name of our genus 
owes its origin to the Chinese colloqui-
al name for one of our species. ‘Kalan 
Chauhuy’ means something that falls 
and grows, and that’s exactly what we 
do, for when a fragment of stem or a 
leaf falls to the ground, it soon takes 
root and miraculously evolves into a 
new plant.

With more than 130 species, kalan-
choes include not only one of the most 
glamorous members of the succulent 
community, but also one of the most 

Top left: Huernia zebrina

Top right: Kalanchoe beharensis

Centre and right: K. blossfeldiana



19 The Gardener’s Companions

peculiar, and both invariably attract at-
tention. 

Kalanchoe beharensis. Elephant’s 
Ears and Felt Bush are among my var-
ied colloquial names, and I’m up there 
among the most weird and wonderful 
of our genus, and although few peo-
ple would honesty say that they re-
gard me as beautiful, no one would 
be foolish enough to deny that I’m a 
very eye-catching character. A native 
of Madagascar, I grow to become a 
shrubby plant that can reach a height of 
around 4 metres. My large bluish green 
triangular leaves, which are carpeted 
with silvery grey hairs, sprout from my 
thick trunk that, in the author’s garden, 
provides a support for scrambling bro-
meliads. 

Although I prefer to grow in full sun 
I’ll cope with light shade with no com-
plaints, and despite my preference for a 
warm climate I’ll survive the lightest of 
frosts. I require minimal water even in 
the hottest months of the year and will 
survive the most punishing of droughts 
even when I’m neglected and left to 
fend for myself. Excessive watering 
and poorly drained soil make me truly 
miserable and trigger my demise, but if 
I’m happy, I’ll increase my number by 
regenerating and creating new plants 
from every leaf that falls to the ground.

Kalanchoe blossfeldiana. They call 
me Flaming Katy, and it’s my masses 
of colourful blooms that set me aglow 
when I put on a floral display in winter 
and spring. And with clusters of small 
flowers in a dazzling array of hues, from 
yellow and orange, to red, pink and 
white, and with both single and double 
flowering forms, I attract my share of 
admiring stares. 

I’m a native of Madagascar, a shrub-
by plant that grows to a height of 
around 30cm, and although I appreci-
ate a warm environment, I’ll thrive in 
areas with cool winter climates if I’m 
planted in a sheltered frost-free posi-
tion or in a container that allows me 
to become an indoor plant. I’ll grow in 
partial shade, but I need plenty of sun-
light to flower profusely. Well-draining 
fertile soil with ample humus to keep 

my roots damp but not consistently wet 
is what keeps me happy too, and when 
I’m happy my vibrant green foliage and 
masses of gaudy flowers show that I 
dress to impress.

K. tomentosa. I’m a different kettle of 
fish altogether, for growing to a height 
of merely 20cm, and with flowers that 
are relatively small and uninspiring I’m 
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not the focus of attention in the garden. 
My silvery grey furry leaves, with their 
dark red to brown edges, have earned 
me the common name of Panda Plant. 

I’m another native of Madagascar 
and, like most other succulent plants, I 
appreciated well-draining soil and like 
to soak up the sunshine rather than 
cower in the shade, but it’s my ability to 
withstand the worst of drought with lit-
tle if any water that have made me one 
of the gardener’s favourites. And she 
affectingly strokes my leaves every now 
and then to let me know that I’m loved 
and not forgotten. 

And then there’s me, K. tetraphylla, 
a species that hails from south-eastern 
Africa and that’s known by the more 
memorable names of Flapjacks and 
Paddle Plant. It’s my large flat leaves, 

which are up to 20cm across, that are 
my most appealing feature. When I’m 
in my prime, in perfect health, and 
in a location that offers some shelter 
from the sun my leaves are light blue to 
green. When I spend all day lazing in 
the sun the edges of my leaves become 
tinged with red, and when I’ve been de-
prived of water for some considerable 
time the colour of my foliage intensifies 
and can become completely red.  

For much of the year I reach a 
height of little more than 30cm, but 
when I flower, in summer and autumn, 
I produce the 60cm high stems that 
hold clusters of my small white flowers. 
The small plantlets that also develop 
along the flower stem can be snipped 
off to produce new plants that, like we 
more mature characters, appreciate 
well-draining sandy soil, minimal wa-
ter, and a frost-free location.

Op. page top: Kalanchoe tetraphylla

Op. page far left: K. tomentosa

Op. page left: K. tetraphylla flowers

Above left: K. tetraphylla

Above right: K. tomentosa

SCHLUMBERGERA
Cactacea family
Schlumbergera truncata syn. Zygocactus 
truncata 
Common names: Easter Cactus, Christ-
mas Cactus, Crab Claw Cactus

No one gives us a second glance 
when we’re taking life easy and just 
hanging around, for we’re not stere-
otypical cactus that are adorned with 
savage spines, we don’t have a par-
ticularly weird or unique appearance, 
and we have no stunning features that 
make us stand out from the crowd. For 
much of our lives we’re nothing more 
that a collection of flat, leafless green 
stems. Each stem, with its toothed 
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Opposite page clockwise from top 
left: Schlumbergera truncata ‘White 
Christmas’, S. truncata ‘Sanibel’, S. 
truncata ‘ Gold Charm’.

Above, clockwise from top left: 
Schlumbergera truncata ‘Sanibel’, 
Sedum burrito, Sedum spectabilis 
‘Neon’, Schlumbergera truncata 
unnamed cultivar.

edges, comprises several segments, 
each of which is about 6cm long and 
4cm wide, and I’ll admit that we’re 
about as captivating as the thought 
of a weekend in a broom cupboard.

We’re natives of the forests of Brazil, 
where we grow in trees, and to repli-
cate our growing conditions as closely 
as possible we’re generally cultivated in 
containers or hanging baskets that are 
filled with porous humus-rich soil and 
positioned in a lightly shaded location. 

Providing we’re not over-watered 
and sentenced to rot, or left high and 
dry to die of thirst, we’ll eventually 
show our gratitude for the care and 
attention given to us and, in autumn 
and winter, produce our glorious tubu-
lar flowers that come in a wide range 
of colours, from white and cream, to 
every imaginable shade of red and 
pink, with Schlumbergera trunca-
ta ‘Sanibel,’ with its delicate apricot 
coloured flowers, ‘White Christmas’ 
and ‘Gold Charm’ being among the 
best of us all. And when our floral per-
formance has concluded, all it takes is a 

few stem cuttings to create new plants 
that, with their stunning flowers, will 
eventually dazzle all who see them.

SEDUM
Crassulacea family
Common name: Stone Crop

We sedums, with around 400 species 
and numerous cultivars, are an eclectic 
mob. The members of our genus range 
from slender stemmed ground cover 
species with the most inconspicuous 
of flowers to others that are far larger 
and that produce masses of small yet 
colourful blooms that make them stand 
out from the mayhem of other vegeta-
tion in the garden.

We all have several things in com-
mon however. We’re all very tolerant 
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of hot and dry weather, we’ll all rot if 
we become waterlogged so require 
well-draining sandy soil, we can’t tol-
erate frost, and we’re easily propagated 
from a leaf or a small piece of a stem. 

Sedum burrito. I’m commonly 
known as Burro’s Tail, a reference to my 
trailing stems that can reach a length 
of a metre and that hang down from 
the containers in which I’m generally 
grown. My small cylindrical light blue 
green leaves are easily dislodged from 
their stems, but the gardener’s got no 
complaints, for those that fall to the 
ground readily grow into new plants. 

I’m often confused with S. morga-
nianum, which shares my common 
name, but I can be distinguished from 
my closest relative by my shorter and 
more spherical leaves. 

A location in full sun or in dappled 
shade suits me to perfection, and if I’m 
planted in a container or a hanging bas-
ket, or in a rockery where I can dangled 
down over boulders, I’ll feel quite at 
home and will eventually produce my 
tiny flowers that are really nothing to 
create a song and dance about.

Sedum reflexum ‘Blue Feather.’ I’m 
a delicate and delightful little character 
with tiny blue green leaves, and being 
relatively fast growing I can quickly 
form a living carpet that, in summer, 
is flecked with my tiny yellow flowers. 
Even in my ripe old age I reach a height 
of merely 10cm, but in full sun or light 
shade, in a rockery or a container, I 
prove that small can be beautiful too. 

Sedum spectabilis ‘Neon.’ With my 
light blue green leaves and growing to 
a height of around 40cm I’m quite an 
impressive plant, but in summer and 
autumn I’m transformed by the arrival 
of my clusters of small vivid pink star-
shaped flowers. I’m most content when 
growing in a sunny location, although 
I’ll tolerate a little shade too, but if the 
shade is too intense and the soil too 
rich I’ll become excessively spindly and 
my stems will need to be pinched back 
to encourage me to maintain a more 
compact form. 
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Opposite page. 
Top: Sedum reflexum ‘Blue Feather’ 
with bedding begonias. 
Bottom: Sedum spectabilis ‘Neon’.

Above clockwise from top left: 
Sempervivum ‘Purple Haze’, S. 
‘More Honey’, S. ‘Excalibur’ and S. 
tectorum.

SEMPERVIVUM
Crassulaceae family 
Common name: Houseleek

My genus, with some 40 species, is 
found in the wild in many countries, 
including Iran and Turkey, with many 
stunning cultivars regularly seen in cul-
tivation. 

Our common name of ‘House-
leek’ stems from an ancient belief that 

growing sempervivums on the roof of a 
house brings good fortune and can pro-
tect the building from being struck by 
lightning. And with some species used 
in traditional herbal medicines that 
are claimed to cure a wide range of ail-
ments we’ve got more going for us than 
simply our good looks.

Our botanical named was coined 
from two Latin words and hints at our 
stubborn determination to survive in 
some unquestionably tough situations, 
but although Sempervivum means ‘al-
ways living’, we’re definitely not invin-
cible.

We’ll tolerate low temperatures and 
will grudgingly accept the fact that a 
light frost might settle on our foliage 
every now and then. Although we pre-
fer a location where we’re exposed to 
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sunlight all day long, we’ll also be quite 
happy in a lightly shaded spot. And 
sandy soil with good drainage, together 
with minimal water, particularly in the 
coldest months of the year, is essential 
to ensure that we live up to our name 
and stay alive.

Our leaves grow in a rosette from 
which small star-shaped flowers on tall 
stems eventually emerge and, with the 
aid of lateral runners from which new 
rosettes sprout, we gradually spread 
across the ground to create a living car-
pet of foliage that will cover a consider-
able area over time if left undisturbed. 

The colours of our foliage may 
change depending on how hot and dry 
we’re feeling, with green, grey or blue 
foliage taking on a pink, red or purple 
hue if we’re feeling a little under the 
weather. 

 hose that thrive in the author’s 
garden, and that have rosettes that are 
10-12cm in diameter include Sem-
pervivum ‘Excalibur’, which has green 
leaves with pointed tips and slight-
ly hairy edges, ‘More Honey’, with its 
tightly clustered rosettes of green foli-
age, and ‘Purple Haze’, which has blue 
to grey leaves that are routinely tinged 
with purple to pink colouring. But it’s 
the beautiful S. tectorum, with its green 
pointed leaves tipped with dark red 
that’s unquestionably the best of the 
bunch. 

Top: Stapelia variegata

Above: Stapelia gigantea

Left: Stapelia villetiae 

STAPELIA 
Apocynaceae family 
Common name: Starfish Flower, Carri-
on Flower

It’s the pungent smell emitted by our 
unusual flowers that has earned us the 
common name of Carrion Flower, but 
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Top left: Stapelia grandiflora

Top right: Stapelia villetiae

Above: Stapelia variegata

Mother Nature daubed us with the per-
fume of rotting flesh for a very good rea-
son. It attracts flies that play a vital role 
in our lives by pollinating our flowers.

With our fleshy, leafless green stems 

we’re not the most glamorous of plants, 
but when it comes to weird and won-
derful we’re as good as it gets, and it’s 
our unique, and dare I say beautiful 
flowers that have heads turning. 

Most stapelias are natives of South 
Africa, and in our natural habitat many 
of us grow under shrubs or among 
grasses, so although we’ll thrive in a 
garden when planted in full sun, we re-
ally appreciated a little shade, especially 
during the hottest part of the day. We’ll 
tolerate relatively cold weather but cer-
tainly don’t count Jack Frost among our 
friends, for his icy fingers on our succu-
lent stems invariably signal our demise.

 We must have our roots in 
sandy soil that has excellent drainage, 
and even in the midst of summer we 
need very little water. We can remain 
completely dry during the coldest 
months of the year, and it’s then that 
our stems may turn red to indicate that 
we wouldn’t complain if we were of-
fered a little water to quench our thirst. 

Stapelia gigantea. I arrived in the au-
thor’s garden many years ago, as a stem 
cutting provided by a friend, but I soon 
took root and sent my new stems scram-
bling across the garden. My star-shaped 
five-petalled flowers are pale yellow 
with dark red to brown thin lines, and 
being around 40cm across they are the 
largest of all stapelia flowers. 

S. grandiflora. I’m often referred 
to, for some obscure reason, as a Gi-
ant Toad Plant, but I don’t leap about 
anywhere. No one gives me a second 
glance as my flat-sided green stems 
creep across the ground allowing me to 
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conquer an area approximately 50cm 
wide. But it’s a different story in sum-
mer and autumn when my 15cm wide 
star-shaped flowers appear. And with 
their burgundy red furry petals they 
are simply too stunning for anyone to 
ignore.

S. variegata. I might not be the 
biggest of the bunch, but I’m certain-
ly up there with the most attractive of 
my genus and I’m proof that small can 
definitely be beautiful. My stems are 
nothing special to look at, but my ap-
proximately 8cm wide flowers, which 
are yellow with dark red to brown 
spots and that appear in summer and 
autumn, ensure that I’m one of the gar-
dener’s little favourites.

S. villetiae. I’m a diminutive char-
acter too, but in summer, with my 
flat-sided stems adorned with 5cm wide 
creamy yellow flowers that are streaked 
with dark red to brown I’m a welcome 
addition to the ranks of the gardener’s 
many companions.
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