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inTrodUcTion
I’ve spent many years in the qui-

et company of plants, at times simply 
admiring them but always observing 
them and studying their varied reac-
tions to climatic conditions, to soil 
types and to the locations in which 
they’re growing. I’ve come to know the 
many hundreds of plants that inhabit 
my sprawling garden as my mates, and 
I’m not ashamed to admit that I talk 
to them on more than a rare occasion. 

“How are you going today mate?” I 
ask as I wander among the flowers and 
foliage of trees and shrubs, and despite 
the invariably silent response I’m al-
ways aware of the health and happiness 
of the great diversity of plants that are 
my companions and that help me to 
maintain my sanity during the most 
stressful times and when I muddle 
through the ups and downs of daily life.  

They’ve been there for me during 
bouts of sickness and more frequent 
periods of good health and. like the 
most loyal of partners, they’ve shared 
my life through both good times and 
bad, through droughts and deluges, 
and through eras of poverty and rel-
ative wealth. Annuals come and go 
with the seasons, but the vast com-
munity of trees, shrubs, and peren-
nials that inhabit my extensive and 
rambling garden will be an integral 
part of my life until death us do part. 

Conversations with my botanical 
companions might be rather one sided 
events, but I chat to them as I quench 
their thirst and as I gently hose grime 
from their dusty leaves, and I offer an 
apology for any pain caused by prun-
ing with the knowledge that, in return 
for sometimes savage surgery, I’ll be re-
warded with new growth, an abundance 
of flowers, and happy and healthy plants.

They’re generally vibrant char-
acters, these mates of mine, and I’m 
saddened when they’re damaged by 
scorching sun, by insects and wild an-
imals, or by my inadequacy in placing 
one or another in less than the most 
appropriate location in the garden. I 
can almost hear them groan with dis-

pleasure when they’re battered by gales 
and pummelled by a deluge of hail-
stones, and they sigh with relief when 
summer rains fall to bring an end to a 
drought that has nudged the most vul-
nerable species close to Death’s door. 

This book, which tells the stories of 
more than 500 of my most valued gar-
den companions, has a hint of a dating 
agency and introduces a wide range 
of plants, including trees and shrubs, 
ground cover species and climbers, 
annuals and perennials, cacti and suc-
culents, and orchids. It offers garden-
ers the opportunity to meet plants that 
have all the characteristics they require 
of a loyal garden companion - good 
looks, rugged survival skills, an outgo-
ing personality, or perhaps even a hint 
of being a little introverted. There’s the 
buddleia that’s a bit down in the dumps 
as butterflies ignore its perfumed flow-
ers; the haughty hibiscus that regards 
itself as the best of the bunch; the galli-
vanting acalypha that lives by the motto 
‘Have roots, will travel’; the rather shy 
abelia that hides among more domi-
nant species and that is ignored until it 
bursts into bloom; and the scrambling 
petrea that comes out to play in spring 
and provides entertainment as its fall-
ing bracts twirl through the air. And 
as each plant relates its own unique 
story and tells of its requirements for 
successful cultivation there’s a chance 
that gardeners will fall in love and 
embrace the perfect plant that might 
become a companion for a lifetime.

Despite the fact that the featured 
plants are all growing in my sub-trop-
ical garden, all can be grown in oth-
er climatic regions within Austral-
ia and in the USA, and many that 
tolerate colder climatic conditions 
can also be grown in gardens in 
New Zealand, the U.K. and Canada. 

And with many species more 
than happy to grow in an indoor en-
vironment, plant lovers who live in 
cool climatic zones of the world and 
who have a conservatory or a green-
house can have the pleasure of in-

viting a wide selection of plants into 
their lives – including bromeliads, 
cacti and succulents, and orchids. 
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Both my father and my grandfather 
were professional nurserymen, and as 
a child I regarded them as men who 
had grasped the secrets of the gods 
and who must have had sap cours-
ing through their veins rather simply 
green thumbs, for from a single seed 
or a small and fragile cutting they mi-
raculously created new life that ulti-
mately brought beauty to the garden. 

I enthusiastically followed in my 
father’s footsteps as he had followed in 
those of his own father and my world 
was inevitably dominated by plants. I 
had my hands in the dirt as soon as I 
could walk, and at an age when other 
children were playing in a sand pit I was 
planting seedlings and bulbs in a garden 
bed that my father had allocated for my 
personal use, and I eagerly inspected my 
work every morning with impatience to 
see the blooming rewards for my efforts. 

In my adult life my work as a jour-
nalist and travel writer took me on 
journeys around Australia and around 
the world, but plants remained at the 
heart of my universe, and when, some 
40 years ago, I put down my roots 
on a 10 acre forested property, my 
first priority was to create a garden.

In its infancy it was not a garden of 
which my father would have approved, 
for he liked a neat and orderly land-
scape and what I initially created was 
little more than a jumbled collection of 
plants that thrived among the proper-
ty’s existing native woodland vegetation 
that consisted primarily of lemon-scent-
ed gum trees (Corymbia citriodora). 

It was a time when life was far from 
easy, and during the first three years on 
the property my husband and I lived 
in a tent while we slowly built a sim-
ple house. With a young child and very 
little money to spare, buying plants 
was out of the question, so I became 
very adept at propagating plants from 
either seeds or cuttings that had been 
acquired with no financial outlay, and 
with the only water available being 
from a small rainwater tank salvaged 
from the rubbish tip and that also had 

aboUT The garden
to supply water for domestic use, every 
plant had to be drought tolerant and re-
silient, and many struggled to survive.

I faithfully followed the horticultural 
practices that my father had taught me 
and that had been in use since the ear-
liest days of human civilisation - long 
before anyone had coined the phrase 
‘organic gardening’ and it seemed the 
most obvious and natural way to grow 
plants and maintain the health of the 
soil. With a cow to provide milk, chick-
ens for eggs, ducks for meat, and a 
horse there was always an abundance of 
manure. And with mountains of com-
post and liquid manure that I made in 
another small water tank I had no need 
for chemical fertilisers, and with the 
application of a little blood and bone 
every now and then the garden thrived. 
And when we eventually obtained a re-
liable supply of water I established an 
extensive vegetable garden in a sun-
lit clearing on the edge of the forest.

I planted native plants with nec-
tar-laden flowers, shrubs with dense fo-
liage, and trees that created shade, and 
as the garden grew many species of birds 
moved in to make themselves at home, 
and they, together with the spiders, 
predatory insects and frogs that also in-
habited the garden were welcome, for in 
my organic garden I needed every ally I 
could call upon to control insect pests 
without the use of chemical pesticides. 

I was never afraid of hard yakka and 
enthusiastically set about the task of ex-
cavating the great holes that, lined with 
concrete, became the first of the garden’s 
decorative water features. I collected 
tonnes of rocks from the bush to cre-
ate a rockery and to line the meander-
ing pathways that have gradually been 
extended to create a network that’s ap-
proximately a kilometre in length. And 
I enthusiastically embraced the less ar-
duous task of gathering seeds, wherever 
I could find them, to create new plants 
for the continually expanding gar-
den without spending a single razoo.

And as the first trees grew, I plant-
ed lower growing shade-loving spe-

cies at their feet and added more and 
more trees that stretched upwards 
to reach the light and create an in-
creasingly dense canopy of foliage be-
neath which orchids, ferns, heliconias, 
bromeliads and azaleas now thrive.

Today the garden, which now cov-
ers approximately 2 acres, is crammed 
with a staggering diversity of plants, 
from the most familiar to some of the 
rarest species, Annuals bloom in gar-
den beds and decorative containers, 
cacti and succulents thrive on sunlit 
walls and in the garden’s sandiest soils, 
bromeliads bring vivid colours to every 
shaded nook and cranny, epiphytic 
ferns adorn the trunks of palms and 
other trees in the congested rainfor-
est section, and climbers weave their 
tangled way over fences and archways.

The perfume of gum leaves and 
flowers fills the air and the subtle 
sound of trickling water mingles with 
the voices of some of the more than 
70 species of birds that are either reg-
ular residents or occasional visitors to 
the garden. It’s not only birds and in-
sects that thrive here however, for oth-
er wild creatures, including kangaroos, 
wallabies, and possums quickly came 
to realise that, even during the most 
severe of droughts, this corner of par-
adise had an inexhaustible supply of 
food and a permanent source of water.  

Despite repetitive droughts, the 
damage caused by ravenous animals 
that invade the garden when their nat-
ural sources of food are in short supply 
and the destruction wrought by sum-
mer storms that occasionally bring large 
trees toppling to the ground to smash 
every plant that lies at their feet, the gar-
den has flourished and expanded year 
by year. Its creation has involved a lot of 
hard work, but it’s been a labour of love 
that will continue until the day, hope-
fully many years from now, when the 
Grim Reaper comes calling and tears 
me away from my orner of paradise.
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A garden can be created in any area, 
from a large rural block to a small urban 
backyard or even on a balcony or a patio 
if that’s the only space that’s available. 

Creating a garden that’s more than 
simply a collection of plants takes both 
time and careful consideration, and the 
first simple step is to draw up a plan. This 
can be as simple as a mental concept of 
the ultimate goal, but the best option 
is to sketch some details on paper, and 
that doesn’t mean that you’ll require the 
skills of a professional landscape de-
signer, just the ability to do something a 
little more refined that a primitive doo-
dle. And although a garden plan doesn’t 
have to be any great work of art, it 
should be drawn roughly to scale so you 
can see what space is available for gar-
den beds, lawns, other major features. 

Before you commit pen to paper 
you’ll need to consider the primary 
purpose of the garden. Is it intended 
to be a place to relax, to produce food, 
to attract wildlife, or simply a place of 
beauty that’s congested with flowers? 
And what specific features will it need 
to incorporate - a children’s play area, a 
washing line, a vegetable patch, a sha-
dehouse or greenhouse, a garden shed, 
a water feature, or a barbecue or enter-
taining area perhaps? And of course it 
will need pathways, some of which may 
need to allow a handicapped person to 
access the garden. Will it be a formal 
garden with lawns and garden beds laid 
out in orderly symmetrical designs or 
perhaps an informal or cottage garden? 
Once you’ve made these initial decisions 
regarding the basic design and func-
tion of the garden the work can begin.

A visual plan will allow you to more 
accurately position the plants that will 
be introduced into the garden, and to 
select those that will be most appropri-
ate for the available space. It’s important 
to consider the long-term development 
of plants, particularly trees, before let-
ting them loose in the garden, for while 
some may look attractive in their early 
years you may live to regret your deci-
sion if, particularly in the confines of 

creaTing a garden
an urban garden, you’ve planted species 
that eventually evolve into huge trees 
that overshadow everything else, that 
drape themselves across buildings and 
block out sunlight, and that have inva-
sive roots that crack concrete paving and 
make their way into drainage systems.

You’ll also need to aware of 
plants that, with self-sown seeds and 
the production of numerous suck-
ers, can quickly become invasive 
weeds, and of climbing plants that 
can develop some truly wild habits.

Climbers, many of which produce 
masses of colourful and perfumed 
flowers, can play a valuable role in any 
garden, for they can hide an unsightly 
feature, a bland fence or a stark wall, 
but they need to be kept under control 
to limit their wandering ways, Some, if 
allowed free rein to do as they please, 
will choke neighbouring plants, clam-
ber over everything within reach of 
their grasping tendrils or long stems, 
and make themselves unwelcome, par-
ticularly when they invade a neigh-
bouring property. And no one wants 
to trigger a dispute with their neigh-
bours over a plant that’s become a pest.

One major factor that should be kept 
in mind when establishing a garden is 
how much time will need to be spent 
on maintenance. Lawns require mow-
ing and need regular attention to keep 
them looking their best. Deciduous 
trees produce masses of leaves that need 
to be raked up to keep the garden look-
ing neat and tidy. Shrubs with vigorous 
growth demand continual pruning to 
encourage them to develop a bushy 
habit and to produce swathes of flowers. 
Annuals produce masses of colour but 
need to be replaced on a regular basis, 
while many perennials, which produce 
seasonal blooms, need to be routinely 
cut back or have their ever-expanding 
clumps divided up every now and then. 

In any region that routinely expe-
riences hot or dry weather, in urban 
areas where water restrictions may 
be imposed, and in locations where a 
reliable supply of water cannot be as-

sured, drought tolerant plants should 
be a high priority. With a huge num-
ber of species that fit the bill, includ-
ing Australian native shrubs, many of 
which produce flowers that are irre-
sistible to birds, cacti and succulents, 
and even some species of orchids, 
there are countless plants to choose 
from. And with thick layers of organ-
ic mulch applied to retain soil mois-
ture and keep their roots cool, many 
plants, once established, can be left to 
fend for themselves for prolonged pe-
riods of time with no detriment effects. 

In a garden that has been de-
signed with no thought given to is-
sues of maintenance there’ll be no rest 
for the wicked, but minimal mainte-
nance is required from a balcony or 
patio garden where the natural beau-
ty of plants can be enhanced with 
decorative containers, elegant stat-
ues, and even a small water feature to 
create a small and compact garden 
that can provide limitless pleasure.

When the decision has been reached 
regarding which plants to buy, strong 
and healthy specimens with no hint of 
any disease, with no infestations of in-
sect pests, and that are not root bound 
are the ones to look out for. And if 
trees and shrubs are on the shopping 
list, buy well advanced plants if your 
budget can stretch to the additional ex-
pense as they’ll make your new garden 
look impressive from day one, unlike 
cheaper small plants that may take sev-
eral years to gain any imposing stature.

If your garden design includes plants 
that can easily be propagated from seeds, 
by the division of clumps, or from cut-
tings you’ll always have new plants to 
enhance the garden without outlaying 
a single cent, for the good things in life 
really are free and the reward for your 
time and efforts will be immeasurable.
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aTTracTing wildlife To The garden
Every home garden can become a 

habitat for wildlife, but if it’s a bland 
environment with little more than a 
carpet of manicured lawn it will attract 
few creatures other than insects that 
are blown in on the wind, and a mag-
pie that might be the early bird that gets 
the worm as it passes by on its way from 
one more alluring garden to another. 
But don’t despair, for it’s easy, even in 
the smallest of outdoor spaces, to create 
a unique ecosystem that birds and oth-
er wild creatures will find irresistible.

The simple option of providing ar-
tificial food, such as bowls of seed and 
platters of bread and honey, will bring 
results almost overnight, but such 
practices can have detrimental effects 
on the long-term health of wildlife 
and lead to a dependence on a wel-
fare system, which may result in prob-
lems when a free handout is no longer 
available to hungry birds and animals. 

A balanced garden ecosystem 
with natural sources of food, perma-
nent water, and a variety of vegeta-
tion will encourage wildlife to drop 
by occasionally or to set up home 
in the garden on a permanent ba-
sis. And the creation of such an envi-
ronment begins with the establish-
ment of plants that will attract insects. 

Insects, which are a major source 
of food for many species of birds, 
frogs, reptiles and spiders, will en-
thusiastically feed on the nectar pro-
duced by the flowers of a wide range 
of herbs, and by the gaudy flowers 
of many species of annual plants.

With a wide range of flowering trees 
and shrubs, such as grevilleas and cal-
listemons that will produce flowers 
with copious amounts of nectar, mel-
aleucas that will also provide the bark 
that many birds use in the construc-
tion of their nests, and other plants 
with dense foliage that will offer small 
birds shelter and a safe haven from 
predators, the garden will eventually 
be buzzing with activity. And when a 
wide selection of other plants are es-
tablished, including grasses and acacias 

that produce an abundance of seeds, 
shrubs that provide succulent ber-
ries, and taller species that offer shade 
and roosting areas for birds, wild-
life will inevitably drop by for a feast.

Among the first birds to arrive will 
be honeyeaters that will not only ap-
preciate the garden’s flowers, but that 
will also feed on the insects that have 
been attracted to the welcoming envi-
ronment. Spiders will inevitably arrive 
too, and these amazing creatures play a 
vital role as fearless warriors in the on-
going battle against insect pests. Many 
of the species on which spiders enthusi-
astically dine, such as grasshoppers and 
sap sucking beetles, should be viewed 
as an integral part of the wild commu-
nity of a balanced ecosystem too, rather 
than the enemy, for they provide nutri-
ent-rich food for many other creatures.

If there’s no water available, birds 
will be little more than itinerant vis-
itors, but with a water feature, which 
can range from a simple and inexpen-
sive bird bath to a large and complex 
pond, mankind’s feathered friends will 
claim the area as their own domain. 
They won’t be too impressed if a bird 
bath is merely plonked in the centre of 
an extensive lawn however, for on sum-
mer days the shallow water will become 
too hot to drink, and when they’ve 
quenched their thirst or washed their 
feathers, the birds will be hoping to set-
tle down among the foliage of a near-
by shrub or tree where they can relax 
in the shade and preen their feathers.

A water feature that has a thriving 
community of aquatic plants will also 
attract frogs that play a vital role in 
maintaining the health of any garden, 
primarily by feasting on insects. And if 
logs and rocks are included in the gar-
den landscape, lizards and other reptiles 
might take up residence in these cosy re-
treats and play their own unique role in 
maintaining a balanced environment.  

Nesting boxes or hollow logs at-
tached to the trunks of tall trees will 
persuade some species of birds to 
raise their families there, while pos-

sums, gliders, insect-eating micro bats 
and other nocturnal creatures will 
appreciate the shelter and protection 
from the elements and from preda-
tors that such artificial retreats offer.

Some not so welcome creatures, 
such as scrub turkeys, might occa-
sionally appear on the scene, but in 
a well designed garden the good, the 
bad, and the ugly will thrive and go 
about their daily lives in a harmo-
nious ecosystem that can be created 
right on the doorstep of every home.
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Physical activity is essential for 
the maintenance of good health and 
there’s always plenty of activity re-
quired in a garden. It can involve rel-
atively strenuous tasks such as mow-
ing and digging and the back-bending 
task of weeding, and these activities, 
together with low-intensity physical 
exercise such as the stretching of mus-
cles when pruning or raking up leaves 
help to keep the body in good shape.

It’s not only the body that needs 
to be kept in good health howev-
er, for good mental health is also 
essential for a long and happy life, 

Ask any gardener what they do 
when they’re feeling a little stressed or 
down in the dumps and there’s a high 
chance that they’ll freely reveal their 
remedy for chasing away the blues. 
It’s as simple as spending some time 
pottering about in the garden, and al-
though there’s long been anecdotal 
evidence that gardeners are more re-
laxed, more content and less stressed 
than those who never get their hands 
dirty, research has recently provided 
evidence to verify what every garden-
er has known since Adam tended the 
garden of Eden and thus reduced the 
stress of being the only man on Earth.

Some doctors may prescribe a walk 
in a natural environment as a remedy 
to ease the symptoms of mental illness-
es such as depression and anxiety, and 
some time spent pottering around 
in the garden, in a tranquil environ-
ment and in the company of Mother 
Nature, can be an almost miraculous 
cure for a bout of the blues. And now 
there’s scientific evidence not only to 
prove that gardening can be part of 
the cure for widespread mental health 
problems, but that by reducing stress 
it can also reduce blood pressure.

It should never been assumed that 
gardeners who are heard muttering to 
themselves are tottering on the edge 
of insanity, for it’s more than likely 
that they’re simply chatting to a plant. 
Such behaviour might be regarded as 
being a little eccentric, but there’s cer-

The healTh benefiTs of gardening
tainly nothing unhealthy about it, and 
Australian researchers studying the 
lives of people in their 60s discovered 
that those who regularly gardened had 
a 36 per cent lower risk of dementia 
than their non-gardening counterparts. 

There’s no panacea for growing old, 
but there’s evidence that gardeners not 
only have improved mental health but 
that they also live longer than those who 
are not involved in gardening activities.

There are five places around the 
world where the majority of residents 
live exceptionally long lives - Okinawa 
in Japan, Nicoya in Costa Rica, Icar-
ia in Greece, Loma Linda in Califor-
nia and Sardinia in Italy. Most of the 
inhabitants of these regions not only 
undertake a moderate amount of ex-
ercise every day and enjoy a diet that’s 
primarily plant based, but they are also 
involved in gardening well into their 
old age – in their 80s, 90s and beyond.

The sprawling parks and gardens 
of cities and towns have been created 
to provide urban residents with quiet 
places where they can retreat from the 
stresses of daily life, and even the small-
est suburban backyard can play a simi-
larly important role for simply breath-
ing in the fresh air emitted by plants 
and relaxing in a quiet and leafy en-
vironment reduces stress and anxiety.

What’s come to be known as ‘ther-
apeutic horticulture’ is now a rec-
ognised treatment for stress and de-
pression, and it’s one of the natural 
methods that’s used to counter these 
debilitating mental health prob-
lems in many situations – includ-
ing in prisons, schools and hospitals. 

Studies of those who have par-
ticipated in school gardening pro-
grammes, which generally focus on 
growing food plants, have revealed 
that students who have been involved 
in designing, creating and maintaining 
a garden not only develop more posi-
tive attitudes in relation to their diet 
and its impact on their health, but also 
tend to demonstrate improved behav-
iour in the classroom and have high-

er self-esteem than their peers who 
have not been involved in gardening.

Another study relating to the use 
of therapeutic horticulture for patients 
with clinical depression concluded that 
gardening gave patients relief from their 
mental illness not only by encouraging 
physical activities but also by giving 
participants a sense of purpose and a 
reason to get out of bed every morning.

Horticultural therapy programmes 
have also been initiated in jails and 
correctional institutions to give in-
mates purposeful activities that have 
been shown to promote calmer moods 
and to lessen aggression and hostility. 

Gardening has been shown to 
have positive benefits on the lives of 
military veterans and homeless peo-
ple too, with therapeutic horticulture 
programmes having also been used to 
help people with learning difficulties 
and elderly people in nursing homes. 

One study that sought to determine 
if patients recovering from a heart at-
tack would benefit from horticultural 
therapy reaffirmed the fact that work-
ing with plants can reduce stress, and 
as stress is undeniably a contributing 
factor in relation to coronary heart 
disease, researchers concluded that 
horticultural therapy should be incor-
porated as an effective component of 
a cardiac rehabilitation programme.

Even people who have no room 
for a garden can benefit from grow-
ing plants, for many species that 
thrive in an indoor situation not only 
convert the carbon dioxide that we 
exhale into oxygen, but can also re-
move toxins from the air we breathe.

A NASA experiment in 1989 found 
that plants, particularly those with 
an abundance of large leaves, can im-
prove air quality by removing harm-
ful compounds that can cause can-
cer, such as benzene, formaldehyde, 
trichloroethene, toluene and xylene. 
And golden pothos (Epipremnum 
aureum,) a trailing vine with varie-
gated foliage that’s very easy to grow 
in almost any situation, proved to 
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be one of the most effective species.
NASA’s studies were undertaken to as-
sess ways to improve the air quality in 
a space station and were undertaken 
in laboratory conditions, and although 
the plants unquestionably improved 
the quality of the air, the benefits, sci-
entist say, may be negligible in a home 
environment where there is continual 
exchange of air between the interior 
and exterior of the building. But plants, 
when grown either indoors or out in the 
open air, have the undeniable benefit of 
reducing stress, and if they can also im-
prove the quality of indoor air by only a 
small amount, that’s definitely a bonus.
Gardening, even on a small plot of land 
in an urban area or my nurturing the 
plants within a balcony or patio gar-
den, is a simple way to bring humans 
and the natural world closer together 
and is a pleasurable way to improve 
the immediate environment with the 
rewards for a little pleasurable work be-
ing a healthy lifestyle and a longer life.
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