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Perennials
ACALYPHA
Euphorbiaceae family 
Acalypha reptans 
Common name: Cat’s Tails, Pussy Tails, 
Dwarf Chenille Plant

You’ll see me here, you’ll see me 
there, you’ll see me almost everywhere 
once I get my roots established and be-
gin to wander around the garden, but 
in the early days of my life I wasn’t free 
to explore the environment around me. 
I was initially confined to a pot, and al-
though I was happy enough I dreamed 
of a different way of life. I initially 
thrived and looked a picture of perfect 
health, but on the searing hot and dry 
days of summer, I began to curl up my 
toes and my wilted leaves hinted that, in 
my sunny location, I might not be long 
for this world. When the container in 
which I was held captive was eventually 
transferred to a cooler and lightly shad-

ed spot, I knew my luck had changed, 
and I began to make my escape.

I’m a ground cover plant, growing to 
a height of merely 15cms, and the gar-
dener failed to notice that I’d sneaked 
out among the other taller plants that 
were my neighbours, had crept among 
the rocks that hemmed the garden bed, 
and had finally made my way to the 
lawn, and it was only when I began to 
produce a profusion of 5cm long fluffy 
red flowers that I drew attention to my 
secretive activities. 

Being a plant that puts down roots 
from every node that comes into con-
tact with the soil it took more than a 
gentle hand to rip up my sprawling 
stems, and the gardener soon discov-
ered that I will quickly dominate a 
garden bed and, if uncontrolled, will 
smother other low growing plants that 
are within the territory that I vigorously 
claim as my own. 

I’ll survive and flourish in almost 
any situation, providing the soil is rel-
atively well drained yet moist, and al-
though I’ll grow in heavy shade, I’ll 
produce a less prolific display of flowers 
than if in a sunny location or one that’s 
only lightly shaded. 

Being a native of Indonesia, Ma-
laysia and Sri Lanka, I prefer a warm 
climate, and being unable to cope with 
anything more than a light sprinkling 
of frost, I’m  really only suitable for 
outdoor cultivation in sub-tropical and 
tropical climates. And although I can 
handle some periods of dry weather 
during the cooler months of the year, 
I demand regular watering during pro-
longed droughts to guarantee that, from 
spring through to autumn, a profusion 

Opposite page: Ajuga reptans 
‘Burgundy Lace’.

Below: Acalypha reptans
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AJUGA
Lamiaceae family 
Ajuga reptans 
Common name: Bugleweed

The inference from my common 
name is that I’m a weed and thus unwel-
come in the garden, but let me set the 
record straight. I might ramble about 
a bit and sometimes spread a little fur-
ther than the gardener might like, but 
unwelcome? Never! My species name 
‘reptans’ means ‘creeping,’ and that’s 
exactly what I do, and my most prom-
inent and valued role is as a ground 
cover and as an edging or rockery 
plant, although I’ll be happy if grown 
in a container too. As I creep across the 
ground I help to control weeds and keep 
the soil cool to benefit my neighbours, 
but I’ll have to be honest and admit 
that, in some situations, I grow so rap-
idly that I become a bit of a nuisance. 

I’m not too particular about the 
quality of the soil, providing it’s rela-
tively well drained ‘cos I don’t like my 
roots to become excessively wet for 
long periods of time. But I don’t like the 
soil to be dry for too long either. And 

of flowers will appear among my carpet 
of small, green slightly hairy leaves. 

I’m often sold under the name of 
‘Summer Love’ and, despite my wan-
dering ways, the gardener certainly 
loves me so it’s a very appropriate name. 

I’m on my best behaviour when 
grown in a hanging basket or other 
type of container that allows me to spill 
over the sides, but I love the freedom 
to grow in a rockery, as a ground cov-
er, and under trees where other plants 
struggle to survive. And I’m not just 
good looking, for I work as a living 
mulch that suppresses weeds and keeps 
the soil cool and moist for the benefits 
of larger plants.

New plants can readily be created 
simply by digging up one of my rooted 
segments, and anyone who invites me 
into their garden and is not reluctant to 
give me the chop every now and then 
will eventually forgive my rebellious 
ways.

Above: Ajuga reptans ‘Burgundy 
Lace’.

although I’ll thrive in either full sun 
or partial shade, I’ll produce my most 
colourful foliage when there’s plenty of 
sunlight. 

I’m often seen with merely green fo-
liage but the cultivar ‘Burgundy Lace,’ 
with leaves with a palette of green, 
cream and burgundy colouring, is one 
of the gardener’s favourite little plants, 
and if I can be allowed to blow my own 
trumpet, I’ll have to add that, during 
summer and spring, with the addition 
of my 10cm high spikes of pale blue 
flowers, I’m unquestionably a hand-
some character. And being easily prop-
agated by simply digging up one of my 

well-rooted runners I can be encour-
aged, with little persuasion, to spread 
my charms to new corners of the gar-
den.

ALPINIA
Zingiberaceae family
Alpinia zerumbet
Common name: Shell Ginger

The name of my genus suggests that 
I’m a native of some chilly alpine region  
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but nothing could be further from the 
truth, for my species thrives, in the 
wild, as an understorey plant in the 
forests of eastern Asia, with my name 
honouring Prospero Alpini, a 17th cen-
tury Italian botanist.

Like many of the plants that are my 
neighbours in the author’s sprawling 
garden, I have a story to tell, and my life 
is something that I can justifiably brag 
about, for I was one of the first species 
to put down roots here some 40 years 
ago. I came as a gift from an elderly 
neighbour, and I’m still going strong, 
for I’m a tough and determined char-
acter who has survived long and savage 
droughts that turned less tolerant spe-

cies into scorched and shrivelled speci-
mens. And despite never being watered 
other than by the rain, I’ve spread, 
flowered persistently and thrived in the 
filtered shade of the native eucalyptus 
and acacia trees that were here long be-
fore me.

I’m perfectly happy where I am, but 
thanks to my spreading rhizomes I oc-
casionally go walk about, and in good 
seasons, when welcome rain has soaked 
the soil, I’ve enthusiastically sprouted 
beyond the confines of my allocated 
garden bed. And it’s then that I get the 
chop to remind me not to stray too far. 

I’ll grow in the full sun with few 
complaints, if that’s what’s demanded 

of me, and will flourish in a shaded lo-
cation too. I’m not too particular about 
the quality of the soil either, providing 
it’s well drained to ensure that my rhi-
zomes don’t become excessively wet 
and liable to rot, but I won’t tolerate 
frost.

I can develop into a sprawling 
clump with a forest of tall stems that 
reach a height of around 2 metres in lit-
tle more time than it takes for a spider 
to blink all eight of its eyes. I don’t ap-
preciate the battering that the wind can 
inflict on me when it arrives in one of 
its tantrums, so I’ll say “Ta very much,” 
if planted in a sheltered location, and in 
summer I reward the gardener for her 
consideration with racemes of lightly 
perfumed, bell-shaped flowers that are 
yellow and white with a red throat. 

I’m a member of the ginger (Zingib-
eraceae) family, which includes edible 
ginger, and in my native land my long, 
green lance-shaped leaves are used in 
cooking, in herbal teas and in tradition-
al medicines.

I have to admit that my closest rel-
ative, Alpinia zerumbet variegata¸ with 
its variegated green and yellow leaves 
that are at their most colourful when 
grown in full sun, outshines me in the 
glamour stakes. But with both of us be-
ing easily propagated by the division 
of clumps of our rhizomes, I’m never 
green with envy when new members of 
the most attractive species are planted 
in my corner of the garden.

Above: Alpinia zerumbet

ALSTROEMERIA
Alstromeriaceae family 
Common name: Peruvian Lily, Princess 
Lily, Lily of The Incas

 We alstroemerias, which are natives 
of Chile and Brazil, have a tenuous 
link to royalty, thanks to our common 
name, and like many aristocrats we ap-
preciate a little more attention than that 
lavished on the masses. 
 It didn’t take long for the gardener to 
realise that we can be wilful characters 
that like to have our own way, and hav-
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ing learned about our bad behaviour 
the hard way, she has confined most 
of us to pots where she’s confident that 
she has the upper hand. Let loose in the 
garden we send our roots heading deep 
down into the soil to get a good grip on 
the environment, and that means that 
if we decide to spread too far and con-
quer more territory than we’re entitled 
to there’s little anyone can do to bring 
us back into line, for once we’re free, 
there’s no getting rid of us in a hurry. 
 We’re soft stemmed herbaceous 
perennials that grow from small nar-
row tubers, and whether we’re planted 
in a garden bed or in a container, our 
demands are always the same. A loca-
tion fit for royalty can be one with ei-

ther full sun or light shade, and must 
have fertile, extremely well drained soil 
that’s kept moist, but not so wet that 
our tubers will rot. 
 We die down and become dormant 
during winter, and at this time of our 
lives, when we’ll survive a light frost 
if the ground is heavily mulched, we 
require little if any water as excessive 
watering when we’re taking life easy is 
almost guaranteed to make our tubers 
rot and bring our lives to a premature 
conclusion. 
 Most alstroemeria cultivars, which 
grow to a height of around 30cm and a 
width of around 45cm, have light green 
leaves, and from spring to autumn we 
produce an abundance of flowers in 

every colour imaginable, from white 
and pink, to vivid red, purple, yellow 
and orange.
 Alstroemeria ‘Camilla,’ with its white 
flowers with green tips on their petals, is 
undoubtedly attractive, but ‘Kate,’ with 
her vivid red flowers, the yellow flow-
ered ‘Ariane,’ ‘Louise’ with her glorious 
mauve blooms, and ‘Feline,’ with its viv-
id pink flowers that each have a golden 
yellow throat, are among the best of a 
glamorous bunch.
 We can be propagated by the divi-
sion of our roots when we’re dormant 
or be grown from seeds, but if left to our 
own devices we’ll hurl our tiny seeds in 
every direction and conquer new areas 
of the garden as quickly as an excess of 
mayonnaise dribbles from a sandwich.

Clockwise from top left:  
Alstroemerias ‘Ariane’, ‘Louise’, and 
an unnamed cultivar.

ANIGOZANTHOS
Haemodoraceae family 
Anigozanthos flavidus
Common name: Kangaroo Paw

The 11 species of our genus of Aus-
tralian native plants grow, in the wild, 
only in the south-western corner of 
Western Australia, and in cultivation 
we demand conditions similar to those 
that we’re accustomed to in our natural 
habitat. And that means that sandy soil 
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Clockwise from top left:  
Alstroemerias ‘Feline’, ‘Camilla’,  an 
unnamed cultivar, ‘Kate’.

with excellent drainage and a location 
with plenty of sunlight are our top pri-
orities.  

Don’t get me wrong. We never de-
mand pampering, in fact we thrive on 
neglect, and hot, dry and sunny days 
are perfect for rugged characters such 
as us. Our long, dark green strap-like 
leaves may occasionally be scorched by 
the searing rays of the midsummer sun, 
but we’re unconcerned by any hint of 

drought, and it’s only sodden soil that 
threatens to rot our roots and bring 
Death knocking at the door.

Our curiously shaped hairy flow-
ers, which are borne on tall stems and 
appear in spring and summer, come in 
a range of colours, including pink, yel-
low, red and even green. They provide 
nectar for birds that unwittingly play 
the valuable role of pollinators and, 
lasting well as cut flowers, they’re wide-
ly prized for the florist trade.

Many of our species, including those 

in the author’s garden, become almost 
comatose during winter months, and 
it’s then that we need to be cut back, 
almost to ground level. And in cooler 
climates that allows us survive all but 
the most savage of frosts, especially if 
the soil is covered with a thick blanket 
of mulch to keep our roots warm and 
cosy.
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Top: Anigozanthos flavidus ‘Pink 
Joey’.

Centre:  A. flavidus cultivar.

Bottom left: A. flavidus ‘Pink Joey’.

Bottom right: A. flavidus cultivar.

ANTHURIUM
Araceae family
Anthurium andreanum
Common name: Flamingo Lily, Tail 
Flower

We’re a rather haughty bunch and 
we like to be idolised, but keeping us 
happy and ensuring that we grow well 
means taking our fastidious ways into 
account. And in the rainforest section 
of the author’s garden, with its perpet-
ual shade and its fertile, humus-rich, 
well-draining soil that’s always moist 
we receive exactly what we require to 
thrive and to produce the ‘flowers’ that 
are our most appealing feature. 

We hail from the tropical rainfor-
ests of Columbia and Ecuador, and 
although in cultivation we’ll thrive 
outside in a frost-free location with 
climatic conditions that are similar to 
those of our natural habitat, we need 
warmth and humidity to flower well. 
And that means that in cooler regions 
we’re happiest when grown in contain-
ers and given the comforts of an indoor 
lifestyle. 

We don’t like to be either too wet or 
too dry, and demand protection from 
the sun that easily burns our leaves and 
the colourful long-lasting ‘flowers’ that 
we produce from spring through to au-

We can proudly boast that one 
of our species, A. manglesii, with its 
unique red and green flowers, is the 
floral emblem of Western Australia. 
It’s a relatively short-lived species, but 
fortunately A. flavidus and most of the 
cultivars that have been derived from 
this species, have a life expectancy of 
several years. 

Many of us reach a height of 80cm 
or more, but our little mate ‘Pink Joey’, 
which has pink flowers, rarely exceeds 
40cm. 

Each of us will eventually develop 
into a dense clump that can be divided 
to obtain additional plants, and when 
used as a feature plant, mass planted, or 
in the company of other native species 
we draw plenty of attention when we 
burst into bloom.
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tumn.
With a little love and attention we’ll 

grow to a height of around 80cm and a 
similar width and ultimately develop an 
impressive cluster of dark green, glossy 
leaves. Our tiny and unimpressive 
flowers are produced on a spike that’s 
known as a ‘spadix’ and that protrudes 
from a large heart-shaped bract called 
a ‘spathe,’ and it’s this colourful feature 
that has earned us widespread popular-
ity.

Plants with a vivid red spathe are the 
most familiar of us all, but modern cul-
tivars come in an amazing range of col-
ours, including orange, white, mauve 
and pink, and also in combinations of 
colours. 

Anthurium andreanum ‘Anouk’ has 
a vivid magenta spathe and a red to 
mauve spadix. ‘Cavalli,’ with its mauve 
spathe and a spadix of a similar col-
our, is an eye-catching plant when in 
flower and contrasts dramatically with 
‘Deco Chocolate,’ which has a deep red 
to brown spathe and a green to yellow 
spadix. 

The vivid orange spathe and yel-
low spadix of ‘Orange King’ provide a 
dash of regal brilliance that’s a dramatic 
contrast to the green edged, pale pink 
spathe and spadix of ‘Pandola,’ while 
‘Princess Amalia Elegance,’ with a pink 
and white spathe crowned with a red 
spadix, is another majestic beauty.

We’re easily propagated by the divi-
sion of our clumps, but care should be 
taken when handling us for every part 
of us contains poisonous substances 
and our sap can cause skin irritations.

Top: Anthurium andreanum 
‘Pandola’. 

Centre: A. andreanum 

Bottom: A. andreanum  ‘Cavalli’.
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Opposite page clockwise from top 
left: Anthurium andreanum ‘Anouk,’ 
‘Deco Chocolate’, ‘Princess Amalia 
Elegance’, ‘Orange King’, ‘Princess 
Amalia Elegance’ and ‘Anouk’.

This page clockwise from top left: 
A. andreanum  ‘Princess Amalia 
Elegance’ , A. andreanum ‘Pandola’. 
Argyranthemum frutescens, 
Argyranthemum frutescens, 

ARGYRANTHEMUM
Asteraceae family 
Argyranthemum frutescens
Common name: Marguerite Daisy

Daisies, which are members of the 
Asteraceae family of plants, are one of 
the most common of all flowers, and 
we, a daisy species that originated in 
the Canary Islands, certainly have 
something to sing about.

The numerous cultivars of our spe-
cies produce flowers in a wide range 
of hues, from white through to every 
shade of yellow, purple, pink and red, 
and plants with both double and single 
petalled flowers have been welcomed 
into the author’s garden.

We’re definitely not among the 
plant-and-forget fraternity for we de-
mand plenty of attention throughout 
the year, and our presence ensures that 

the gardener rarely has the chance to 
become as lethargic as a moss-covered 
boulder.

We’re plants that develop a shrub-
by habit and when the conditions in 
which we’re planted meet our require-
ments we’ll grow to a height of around 
a metre and spread out to a similar 
width. A location in full sun and with 
moist, well draining fertile soil suits us 
to perfection, and we’ll do our best to 
ensure that, from late winter through 
to autumn, our attractive dark green 
leaves become almost invisible beneath 
a thick blanket of flowers. If we’re sub-
jected to too much shade however we’ll 
show our displeasure by becoming 
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ASTERISCUS
Asteraceae family 
Asteriscus maritimus syn. Odontosper-
mum maritimum, Pallenis maritima
Common name: Gold Coin Daisy, 
Mediterranean Beach Daisy, Sea Aster

I’m a member of the extensive dai-
sy (Asteraceae) family that contains 
some 24,000 species, and although I 
may be unfamiliar to many people, 
both my species name and one of my 
common names provide clues to my or-
igins. ‘Maritimus’ is a Latin word that 
describes a connection to the sea, and 
only those with less intelligence than a 
greasy dish sponge would fail to discov-
er the next conspicuous clue, for where 
else would a Mediterranean Beach Dai-
sy grow other than on the sandy shores 
that line the western coast of the Medi-
terranean Ocean. 

Life wasn’t meant to be easy for 
plants of coastal regions, but I’ve adapt-
ed well to harsh conditions. I’ll thrive in 
poor quality soil, providing it has excel-
lent drainage, and have no complaints 
when drenched with the salt spray that 
accompanies coastal winds.

Fortunately conditions are not so 
severe in the author’s garden, and al-
though I’ll tolerate a little shade, I feel 
more at home when I’m warmed, all 
day long, by the suns glowing rays. The 
full blast of summer’s heat doesn’t faze 
me at all, and once I’ve become well es-
tablished I’ll even accept a light touch of 
frost. I’ll survive a dry spell every now 
and then, but prefer to have my roots in 

spindly specimens with limited num-
bers of flowers.

Once well established we’ll grin and 
bear it when a light frost settles on our 
foliage, and it’s then, during the heart 
of winter, when our flowers are nothing 
more than a memory of beauty, that we 
appreciate some light pruning. Cut us 
back too severely and the consequences 
may be fatal, but if we’re thriving a few 
stem cuttings are all that’s required to 
create new plants that, in addition to 
flourishing in a garden bed, will be just 
as happy in containers.

soil that’s cool and damp. And although 
I’ll produce a profusion of my golden 
yellow flowers in spring and summer, 
I’ll generously extend the flowering pe-
riod throughout the year if gifted with 
optimum conditions.

With my slightly hairy green leaves 
I eventually reach a height of around 
30cm and grow into a low mound 
about a metre wide, and all that’s need-
ed to keep me looking my best, in a gar-
den bed, a rockery or a container, is for 
dead flowers to be removed on a regu-
lar basis. 

BEGONIA
Begoniaceae family 
Begonia semperflorens
Begonia rex
Common name: Begonia

Begonias come in a wide range of 
forms, from tall and spindly shrubs to 
low growing bedding plants, and most 
of us require no more effort to keep 
us in good shape than that required to 
catch a minnow in a goldfish bowl.

Some of us can be grown in con-
tainers where we’ll be perfectly content, 
while others have no complaints when 
grown outdoors in a frost-free loca-

Above: Asteriscus maritimus

Opposite page top left: Begonia 
semperflorens.

Opposite page top right: Begonia 
rex ‘Inca Night’.

Opposite page bottom: Begonia 
semperflorens.

tion that has fertile, humus-rich soil 
with excellent drainage, and where we 
can live our quiet lives in light to dense 
shade. We have very succulent stems 
and foliage, and the one thing we dread 
is excessively wet soil, for if we’re left 
with sodden roots, we’ll be as dead as a 
flock of dodos in little more time than 
it takes for a comet to flash through the 
night sky. 

Every community has its share of 
easy-going characters and it’s Bedding 
Begonias, Begonia semperflorens, which 
are among the gardener’s most laid 
back and loyal mates. She’s planted us 
in containers, in the rockery, and be-
neath the sprawling branches of trees 
where other plants fail to thrive and, 
being uncomplaining little fellas, we’ll 
tolerate almost any situation from full 
sun to deep shade, but are grateful for 
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a little shade during the hottest part of 
summer days. And although we appre-
ciate slightly damp soil, we’ll tolerate 
brief periods of dry weather without a 
hint of whinging.

In cool climates we’re general-
ly regarded as annuals, but here, in a 
sub-tropical region, we’ve soldiered 
valiantly on for year after year, and it’s 
our flowers that have earned us our 

popularity. Although each bloom may 
be small, what they lack in size they 
make up for in number, and we’re not 
plants with flowers that are here today 
and gone tomorrow. Our species name 
says it all, for ‘semperflorens’ means 
‘always flowering’, and in our case that 
statement can be taken literally, for 
we’re covered in blooms for 365 days of 
the year. 

Our flowers, which include both sin-
gle and double forms, come in shades 
of pink, red and white and almost con-
ceal our leaves, which can be green or 
red, or a combination of both colours. 

We grow to a height of around 20cm 
and a similar width, and definitively 
look our best in a group, with nothing 
more than a light snip here and there 
required to ensure that we retain a 
compact shape. And being incredibly 
easy to propagate from stem cuttings or 
from our fine dust-like seeds, acquiring 
a large number of plants costs no more 
than a breath of fresh air. 

Begonia rex. I’m the undisputed 
king of begonias, and although I have 
similar demands to those of other spe-
cies, I must be grown in light shade as 
my colourful leaves are easily scorched 
when subjected to the sun’s brightest 
rays. As a species with succulent stems 
that grow from rhizomes I need to be 
kept damp but definitely not wet, and 
require minimal water during winter 
months. I produce only a few relative-
ly insignificant flowers and am grown 
for my gaudy foliage, with ‘Inca Night’ 
being one of the most beautiful of my 
many regal cultivars. 
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CALIBRACHOA
Solanaceae family
Calibrachoa x hybrid
Common name: Perennial Petunia, 
Million Bells

The name of my genus honours An-
tonio de la Cal y Bracho, a 19th century 
Mexican botanist. Neither his name nor 
mine are particularly easy to remember, 
and that fact, together with the similar-
ity of my flowers to those of petunias, is 
why I’m often referred to by a moniker 
that rolls off the tongue much easier. 
Perennial Petunia is my nickname, but 
unlike petunias that are annuals, I’ll live 
and flower for several years, if I’m treat-
ed well of course. 

I’m an herbaceous evergreen per-
ennial, and although I’m a native of 
South America, I’ve adapted to life in 
a range of alternative environments. A 
location in full sun or light shade and 
well-draining fertile soil with plenty of 
humus that’s kept comfortably moist 
but never excessively wet are my prima-
ry requirements. And I’ll tolerate a light 
frost if it comes my way.

I’m a low-growing plant that reaches 
a height of around 15cm and that forms 
a mound with a diameter of around 
30cm. And although I’m happy to laze 
about in a container or a hanging bas-
ket, in the garden that I call home sweet 
home I’m thriving in a rockery and in 
the edge of a raised garden bed where, 
from spring right through to autumn, I 
put on a colourful floral display.

We calibrachoas, with countless 
modern cultivars, are available with 
flowers in both single and double forms 
and in a staggering range of vivid col-
ours, from red and purple to yellow, or-
ange and white. 

Calibrachoa ‘Hawaiian,’ with its 
blend of orange, yellow and purple 
flowers, all of which appear at the same 
time, puts on a show that’s impossible 
to ignore. And ‘Candy Crush’, with its 

Top left: Begonia semperflorens.

Bottom left: Begonia semperflorens 
with pansies
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bright pink flowers daubed with white 
is unquestionably one of the best of our 
gang.

We require no pruning or other 
maintenance to keep us looking our 
best, and when additional plants are 
required we’re easily propagated from 
cuttings.

Top left: Begonia semperflorens.

Top right: Calibrachoa cultivar

Centre left: Calibrachoa ‘Candy 
Crush’.

Bottom left: Calibrachoa ‘Hawaiian’.

CATHARANTHUS
Apocynaceae family 
Catharanthus roseus syn. Vinca rosea
Common name: Vinca, Madagascar 
Periwinkle

I don’t need a crystal ball to predict 
that I’ll be a feature of the garden for 
eternity, for the gardener’s got no hope 
of getting rid of me, and I’m sure she 
has no intention of doing so, despite 
her occasional protestations about the 
proliferation of my species. 

She, and those who appreciate my 
best features call me Vinca, but others 
who see only the worst aspects of my 
character prefer to call me a weed. I’m 
a tad offended by that derogatory title, 
but I have to admit that I’m guilty of 
tossing my hordes of tiny seeds across 
the garden so that, when the conditions 
are right, my offspring materialize in 
large numbers. The newly emerging 
seedlings are not always welcome, and 
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the gardener does her best to eliminate 
the majority of them, but she’s got a soft 
spot for plants that are resilient, and al-
lows some of my descendants to thrive 
in positions where they won’t make too 
much of a nuisance of themselves.

I have to admit that we tend to 
dominate some areas of the garden, 
but despite that fact we’re certainly not 
plants to be despised, for we’re among 
the great survivors, and cope admira-
bly with the most extreme of weath-
er events, with savage droughts, with 
torrential downpours of rain, and with 
scorching summer days. And some of 
our many cultivars will tolerate a light 
frost. 

Our flowers, foliage and stems con-
tain alkaloids that are used in the man-
ufacture of drugs to combat some forms 
of cancer, but our sap can be poisonous 
if ingested by humans. Even insects 
never dare to nibble on our leaves, and 
when kangaroos and wallabies invade 
the garden for a midnight snack all give 
us a wide berth, except swamp walla-
bies that gorge on our leaves and seem 
immune to the toxins that we contain. 

While we courageously stand our 
ground in the face of adversity, we put 
on a defiant display of dark green glossy 
leaves and flowers, in shades of pink, 
red, mauve and white, every day of the 
year.

We’ll reach a height of around a 

Left and above: Catharanthus roseus 
cultivars
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metre and spread to a width of around 
80cm, and will thrive in poor quality 
soils in a location with either full sun or 
shade, but if all we see are a few feeble 
rays of sunlight we’ll become excessive-
ly spindly and demand some pruning 
to keep us looking trim and terrific. 

All but one of the eight species of 
our genus are natives of Madagascar, 
and although I, Catharanthus roseus, 
have become an endangered plant in 
my homeland my species is in no dan-
ger of extinction in other parts of the 
world. I’ve become naturalized in many 
countries, including Australia, and 
whether I’m regarded as a weed or as a 
valued garden companion, the truth is 
that I’m here to stay.  

CHRYSOTHEMIS
Gesneriaceae family 
Chrysothemis pulchella
Common name: Sunset Bell

The gardener had no idea who I 
was when I arrived as an unnamed gift 
from a friend, and within days of being 
planted in the rainforest section of the 
garden I did my vanishing act. Dead 
and gone, the gardener assumed, but it 
was simply the appropriate time for me 
to retreat from the world.

Top: Catharanthus roseus

Above: Chrysothemis pulchella

I remained dormant throughout the 
winter months, and my existence was 
forgotten until I announced my return 
with a blast of colour from both my fo-
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Clockwise from top left: Cordyline 
fruticosa ‘Pink Joy’, unnamed 
cultivar, cordyline flowers, ‘Early 
Morning Diamond’, ‘Miss Andrea’, 
‘Pink Champion.’

liage and my flowers. 
I’m a native of the Caribbean region 

and Central America, and as a member 
of the Gesneriaceae family I’m closely 
related to more familiar plants, such as 
gloxinias and African Violets that are 
widely cultivated as indoor plants. I’m 
happy to share a similarly sheltered en-
vironment where, if Jack Frost comes 
calling on winter nights and mornings, 
I’m well beyond his icy reach, but in a 
frost-free location within the author’s 
garden I enjoy the freedom to come 
and go with the seasons, and the gar-
dener’s become accustomed to the fact 
that now you see me, now you don’t.

Whether growing in a container or 
in a garden bed my requirements are 
the same - fertile, well-draining, hu-
mus-rich soil in a lightly shaded spot. 
As a tropical species I demand a warm 
climate, and while I don’t appreciate 
having my roots too wet, I certainly 
don’t like them to become too dry ei-
ther. If either situation arises, I’ll give 
up the ghost almost as quickly as a plat-
ypus in Antarctica, and with my sensi-
tive tubers having either rotted or be-
come desiccated I’ll be gone for good. 
But all’s well in my neck of the woods, 
and when spring arrives and warms the 
soil I make my triumphant return, with 
my tubular orange and yellow flowers 
providing a dazzling contrast against 
my crinkled, deeply veined, bronze to 
dark green leaves. 

Growing to a height of merely 15cm 
and a similar width I’m no imposing gi-
ant, but each time I spring back to life 
I offer the gardener a pleasant surprise 
and my resurrection is welcomed with 
her broad smile of happiness.
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CORDYLINE 
Asparagaceae family 
Cordyline fruticosa
Common name: Cabbage Palm, Palm 
Lily, Good Luck Plant

Flowers come and flowers go but we 
cordylines add our varied and vibrant 
colours to the garden every day of the 
year. We daub the landscape with al-
most every hue of Mother Nature’s vi-

brant palette, from red, green, pink and 
purple, to gaudy shades of yellow and 
orange to create a scene that’s far from 
drab. And with the added bonus of our 
small white flowers in late summer and 
early autumn we’re the unrivalled art-
ists of the garden.

A frost-free location with well 
draining fertile soil that retains ade-
quate moisture to keep our roots damp, 
and a thick layer of mulch to keep the 
ground cool is all we ask in return for 
our gift of colour. 

We’ll grow to a height of around 1.5 
metres in either full or partial shade, 
and thrive beneath large trees where 
flowering plants are reluctant to put on 
a colourful display. And those of us that 
the gardener keeps confined in contain-
ers have little to complain about, for 
we’re offered a regular change of scen-
ery, with our days fluctuating between 

Clockwise from top left: Cordyline 
fruticosa ‘Pink Champion’, ‘Pink 
Diamond’, cordyline flowers, ‘Miss 
Andrea’,  ‘Rosa’.
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COREOPSIS 
Asteraceae family
Coreopsis lanceolata
Common name: Tickseed

 I’ve always prided myself on my 
unfaltering determination to conquer 
the garden, but my plans are routinely 
thwarted by the gardener who’s equal-
ly determined that I won’t replicate the 
antics of others of my species. I’m a na-
tive of North America but have become 
naturalised in many countries, includ-
ing Australia where my wild relatives 
line the roadsides of some south-east-
ern Queensland regions. 
 I’m a member of the daisy (Aster-

aceae) family and am among the most 
resilient and least demanding of plants. 
I’ll thrive in both full sun and light 
shade, have no complains if I’m planted 
in poor quality soil, providing it has ex-
cellent drainage, and once established 
I’ll tolerate the most severe of droughts, 

time spent as indoor plants and time in 
the fresh air of the rainforest section of 
the garden. And when we get too big 
for our pots, we’re set free from our 
confinement and planted in a shaded 
site in the garden where we’re destined 
to spend the rest of our days.

Cordylines are easy to propagate 
from large stem cuttings, so there are 
always plenty of newcomers to brighten 
up the landscape and our sheltered cor-
ner of the patio. 

One of the best and brightest of the 
many cultivars of Cordyline fruticosa 
is ‘Early Morning Diamond’ that, with 
its yellow, pale orange and green leaves 
hemmed with red, gleams with viv-
id colours. C. ‘Miss Andrea’ has large 
leaves that are dark green with streaks 
of cream. ‘Pink Champion,’ with its fo-
liage streaked with dark red and vivid 
pink, and ‘Pink Joy,’ with its red, green 
and white striped leaves, are both stun-
ning cultivars. ‘Purple Prince’ lives up 
to its name with foliage of regal pur-
ple, and C. ‘Rosa’ has leaves that are 
streaked with almost every imaginable 
shade of red, green and yellow to add a 
rainbow hue of colours to the garden. 

although I appreciate some water occa-
sionally if I’m expected to bloom pro-
fusely.
 I’ll grow to a height of around 40cm 

and will form a wide clump if allowed 
to do so, and in summer and autumn 
I demonstrate the reason for my exist-
ence with an explosion of golden yellow 
flowers that rise from among my bright 

Clockwise from top left: Coreopsis 
lanceolata ‘Calypso’, ‘Solana’, ‘Early 
Sunrise’,  ‘Sterntaler’.
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green lance-shaped leaves. 
 The only maintenance that’s re-

quired to keep me in check is to remove 
any dead flowers to prevent them from 
going to seed and thus deter my species 
from establishing itself in areas where 
it’s not wanted. 
 It’s my small black seeds that are 

the origin of my common name, for to 
those with an imagination they resem-
ble ticks, which are as unwelcome as I 
am when I escape into the natural envi-
ronment.
 Additional plants can be propagated 

from my seeds, and also by the division 
of clumps. And for those concerned 
that I might become too invasive, I’ll be 
the best behaved  of captives if confined 
within a container.
 Although the most familiar of my 

species has gaudy but relatively plain 
yellow flowers, the blooms of some of 
the cultivars of my species are far more 
beautiful, including those of Coreopsis 
lanceolata ‘Calypso’, a low growing plant 
that has rusty red flowers hemmed with 
yellow, and ‘Early Sunrise’ and ‘Stern-
lander,’ both of which have dark red 
centres to their yellow petals. The most 
outstanding of them all however is 
‘Solana,’ which has intricate double lay-
ers of petals and brings home the point 
that not every plant that’s called a weed 
should be despised.

Clockwise from top left: Coreopsis 
lanceolata ‘Solana’, Curcuma 
australasica ‘Aussie Gem’, C. 
roscoeanna, C. sprangifolia ‘Pink 
Pearl Green Top’.

CURCUMA
Zingiberaceae family
Common name: Ornamental Ginger
Curcuma australasica
Curcuma roscoeanna
Curcuma sprangifolia

We curcumas, which are members 
of the ginger (Zingiberaceae) family, are 
temperamental divas, and if everything 
isn’t exactly to our liking we won’t hesi-
tate to turn up our toes and die. 

Our list of demands begins with 
shade, and we insist on being planted 
in a location where the shade is not so 
intense that it replicates the night, yet 
is not fractured by intense sunlight that 
will scorch our delicate flowers and foli-
age. Then there’s the soil, which should 
contain plenty of humus to retain mois-
ture yet have adequate drainage to 
ensure that we’re never under the im-
pression that we’re in a bog, for if that 
situation arises and our roots, which 
are rhizomes, become excessively wet, 
we won’t survive for a moment longer 
than it takes for an ant to expire under 
the hefty foot of a rampaging hippopot-
amus. And we don’t like to become dry 
and thirsty either, for dry soil will bring 
the Grim Reaper to our doorstep too.
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We’re plants of tropical and 
sub-tropical regions, with most of us 
originating in south-east Asia and In-
dia, and although we won’t tolerate any 
hint of frost, we won’t complain as sum-
mer temperatures soar, providing we’ve 
received the care and attention that we 
demand.

We’re dormant during winter 
months, and require minimal water 
during this period of our lives. When 
spring arrives the gardener becomes a 
little anxious. She checks our pots and 
the places that we inhabit in the gar-
den, and day after day, when there’s 
no indication that we’ve survived our 
long months of dormancy, she sighs 
with disappointment. Perhaps we’ve 
all died she thinks as she contemplates 
the worst-case scenario in which we’ve 
all vanished from her life. But then 
she spots a tinge of green and a smile 
crosses her face as our first leaves peep 
through a thick layer of mulch and pro-
vide the evidence she seeks that new 

life is emerging from the subterranean 
darkness. Our leaves are eventually fol-
lowed, in late spring or summer, by tiny 
white flowers that are almost incon-
spicuous among the brightly coloured 
bracts that surround them and that are 
our most desirable feature. 

C. australasica ‘Aussie Gem,’ which 
is a cultivar of an Australian native spe-
cies that’s commonly known as a ‘Cape 
York Lily,’ grows to a height of around 
a metre and produces large bright pink 
‘flowers’ among its large light green 
leaves.

C. roscoeana is a plant that’s not 
widely available, but with its brilliant 
orange ‘flowers’ and large light green 
leaves that grow to a height of around 
a metre, this stunning species, which is 

known colloquially as ‘Jewel of Burma,’ 
is a real show stopper. 

C. sprangifolia ‘Pearl Thai,’ which 
reaches a height of merely 20cm and 
that has small pink ‘flowers’ and nar-
row dark green leaves, is a little charm-
er, as is its close relative C. sprangifolia 
‘Pink Pearl Green Top,’ which has pink 
‘flowers’ tipped with emerald green. 
And C. ‘Voodoo Magic,’ with its large 
and spectacular pink to burgundy red 
‘flowers’ and that grows to a height of 
around 60cm, proves that we curcumas 
are worth pampering for the beauty 
that we add to the garden before we die 
down and vanish from the scene when 
our flowering season comes to its inev-
itable conclusion.
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Opposite page, clockwise from 
top left: Curcuma ‘Voodoo Magic’, 
C. sprangifolia ‘Pearl Thai’, C. 
sprangifolia ‘Pink Pearl Green Top’,  
C. sprangifolia ‘Pearl Thai.’

Above: Dichorisandra thyrsiflora

DICHORISANDRA 
Commelinaceae family
Dichorisandra thyrsiflora
Common name: Blue Ginger

I have to admit that I’m become a 
little depressed every now and then. I’d 
like to shout, ‘Look at me! Look at me!,’ 
for I’m the one that no one notices dur-
ing the many months of the year when 
I’m nothing more than a cluster of tall 
stems draped with emerald green leaves 
standing in the shadows of imposing 
trees.

My neighbours include larger and 
more alluring plants, and I lean against 
the tallest of those that kindly shelter 
me from any winds that might batter 
and break my slender cane-like stems. 
I’m desperate to be the garden’s star at-
traction, but no one sees me, not until 
summer arrives, for it’s then that I sur-
prise the gardener with the vivid blue 
flowers that sprout from the top of each 
stem, and suddenly I’m a celebrity and 
everyone wants to know my name.

Despite my colloquial name, I’m not 
a member of the ginger family. I’m one 
of the many species within the Com-
melinaceae family, which includes the 
diminutive and more familiar Trades-
cantia or Wandering Jew.

My ancestral home is in the tropi-
cal forests of North, Central and South 
America, and in cultivation I require 
a warm, frost-free location if I’m to 
flourish and, as an evergreen species, 
to look my best all year long. I prefer 
fertile humus-rich soil and won’t be at 
all distressed if, after heavy rains, my 
rhizomes are dabbling in the water for 
a few days. I feel most comfortable, 
and will perform well, if I’m allowed 
to grow in a lightly shaded spot, and in 
cool climates I’ll do my best to impress 
if I’m made to feel at home in a large 
container.

My long-lasting flowers, on stems 
that reach a height of around 1.5 me-
tres, continue to appear through into 
autumn, and it’s then that I once again 
become inconspicuous. And at this 
time of my life clumps of my rhizomes 
can be divided up to create new plants 

and allow me to bring my touch of blue 
to other sheltered corners of the garden 
landscape.

DIETES
Iridaceae family 
Dietes bicolour
Dietes iridiodes
Common name: Wild Iris, African Iris

Dietes bicolour. I’m a native of South 
Africa, and in addition to the common 
name that I share with D. iridiodes, I’m 
also known as African Iris or Peacock 
Flower.

I’m a member of the iris (Iridaceae) 
family, but my demands in cultivation 
are vastly different to those of many of 
my relatives, for I need no bog garden 
or rich damp soil to thrive and show off 
my delicate blooms. 

It’s when conditions are tough, 
when the soil is low in nutrients, and 
when the weather is hot and dry that I 
demonstrate the qualities that make me 
a true champion. The worst of droughts, 
torrential rains, sun-baked or rain-sod-
den soil and even winter’s frosty touch 
are of no concern to me, for I take it 
all in my stride and jubilantly survive 
whatever adverse conditions Mother 
Nature sends my way.

My long, green strap-like leaves are 
not my most glamorous feature, but 
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my pale yellow flowers, which appear 
from spring through to autumn, when 
combined with my tough and resilient 
personality, make me a most desirable 
garden companion. 

Growing from rhizomes, I attain a 
height of around 60cm and will form 
a large and dense clump if left undis-
turbed for several years. And being so 
easy to please, I’ll thrive in full sun, in 
dappled shade, and even in the darkest 
of shaded areas, although the latter sit-
uation will have a dramatic impact on 
the quantity of flowers that I produce.

And when more of my species are 
required, it’s an easy task to divide up a 
clump to create additional plants.

Dietes iridiodes. I share the same 
requirements as D. bicolour and am 
equally adaptable to a wide range of cli-
matic conditions. I’m a native of south-
ern Africa, and although I’m often 
referred to as a Butterfly Iris or Cape 
Iris, I’m also known as a Fortnight Lily, 
a name that owes its origin to the fact 
that my flowers, each of which lasts 
only for a day, appear over a period of a 
two weeks. Born on tall stems around a 
metre in height, they have vivid yellow 
patches on their white petals and inner 
petals of light blue. And when one burst 
of blooms has concluded, it’s only a few 
days before the next flush of flowers ap-
pears.

Top left: Dietes bicolour

Left: Dietes iridiodes

DRACAENA 
Asparagaceae family 
Dracaena fragrans ‘Massangeana’
Common name: Happy Plant, Corn-
stalk Dracaena, Chinese Money Tree

My common name is certainly most 
appropriate for I’m always cheerful and 
rarely whinge about my situation, ex-
cept on days when the gardener cuts me 
down to size and shatters my dreams of 
growing so high that I’ll reach the stars. 

I’m a native of tropical regions of 
Africa but here, in the author’s gar-
den, I suffer from an identity crisis. 
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I began my life, like other plants, as a 
small specimen, then grew, and grew, 
and grew until I attained the height of 
a small tree and all that was visible at 
eye level was my naked grey to brown 
trunk.

It’s then that I got the chop. But al-
though my dream of spearing into the 
sky was dashed, I was far from miser-
able about the surgery, for with large 
sections of my stem carefully nurtured, 
a host of new plants were miraculous-
ly born, and I was no longer the lone 
example of my species to inhabit the 
garden.

We’re the gardener’s most loyal com-
panions and do all we can to please her. 
We each put on a cheerful face whatev-
er the weather sends our way, and once 
established we’ll tolerate the worst of 
droughts and torrential downpours. All 
we demand is a frost-free location with 
well-draining soil and some light shade 
to ensure that our large dark green 
leaves, each of which has a wide vivid 
yellow central stripe, aren’t scorched by 
the summer sunshine.

We grow quite quickly in optimum 
conditions, with each plant initially re-
maining as a solitary unbranched stem 

Top right: Dracaena fragrans 
‘Massangeana’.

Top left and bottom right: Flowers 
of Dracaena fragrans ‘Massangeana’.
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Above: Flowers of Dracaena 
fragrans ‘Massangeana’.

from which the lower leaves fall as it in-
creases in height. If the top of the stem 
is damaged or cut back, new branches 
emerge, and, with age, we can reach a 
height of 10 metres.

Occasionally, in summer, we reward 
the gardener with clusters of our sweet-
ly perfumed creamy white flowers. 
Some years we do, and some we don’t, 
for flowering is a random event for our 
species. In cold climates we’ll happily 
grow as indoor plants, but in such a 
situation we stubbornly refuse to flow-
er, and must be appreciated solely for 
our colourful foliage and our eternally 
cheerful personalities.
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