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IMPATIENS
Balsaminaceae family 
Impatiens hawkeri
Common name: Impatiens, Balsam

 I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m 
a snob for I’m extremely fastidious and 
I defiantly refuse to accept anything 
other than the best of environments. 
And if everything’s not exactly as I 
demand it should be then I’ll take my 
leave of this world in little more time 
than it takes for a flea to leap from 
one scratching mongrel to another. 
 Excessive water and poorly drain-
ing soil will guarantee that my succu-
lent stems and roots will turn to mush. 
An inadequate supply of moisture will 
summon Death to my doorstep too, and 
intense sunlight will see me revert to a 
scorched and shrivelling mess. And al-
though I appreciate some shade, an area 
that’s as dark as the pit of Hades with the 
fires extinguished will see me prompt-
ly turn up my toes too. I demand rich 
well-draining soil that contains plen-
ty of humus, and although I cope well 
with cold weather, any hint of frost will 
bring my life to a premature conclusion. 

 I’m a native of New Guinea and the 
Solomon Islands, and although I bear 
many similarities to my more familiar 
relative Impatiens walleriana, which 
is commonly known as ‘Busy Lizzie,’ 
I’m one of the upper class members of 
our family that others can only envy. 
It’s not only my larger flowers that 

make me superior, but also the fact 
that I’m more tolerant of sunlight, and 
although I prefer light shade I’ll also 
flower prolifically if illuminated by the 
gentle rays of morning sunshine. The 
effort required to satisfy my demands 
is well worthwhile however, for the 
New Guinea hybrids of my species, 
when in bloom from spring until au-
tumn, are nothing short of stunning. 
 I grow to a height of around 25cm, 
with the varied cultivars that are avail-
able having vividly coloured flowers 
from white to pink, purple, orange 
and red. And while most have dark 
green foliage, others have leaves that 
are either tinged with red or have var-
iegated patterns of yellow and green.
 Among the most outstanding ex-
amples of the Impatiens hawkeri New 
Guinea hybrids that thrive in the au-
thor’s garden are ‘Harmony Radiance’, 
which has pale pink flowers with petals 
that are hemmed with deep pink and 
surrounded by green leaves, and ‘Mag-
num’, which has bright pink flowers and 
green leaves with dark red veins, but the 
star of our community is ‘Painted Para-
dise’, which has vivid red flowers that are 

a dramatic contrast to its golden yellow 
and emerald green variegated foliage.
 Being easy to propagate from cut-
tings our community can readily be 
increased, but an increase in our pop-
ulation doesn’t correspond to a dra-
matic increase in work for the gar-
dener, for the only maintenance we 

require is some tip pruning every 
now and then to persuade each of us 
to develop a neat and compact shape 
and to produce a profusion of flowers. 

Opposite page: Impatiens hawkeri 
‘Painted Paradise’.

Above left: Impatiens hawkeri 
‘Magnum’.

Above right: Impatiens hawkeri 
‘Harmony Radiance’.

IRIS
Iridaceae family 
Iris series Hexagonae
Common name: Louisiana Iris

 The ancient Greek goddess Iris was 
believed to be the personification of 
the rainbow and was regarded as the 
link between heaven and earth, be-
tween the gods and mortals. In some 
cultures irises were once planted on 
graves to allow the deceased to cross 
the bridge to the afterlife, but in reality 
we irises provide nothing more than a 
fragment of heaven right here on earth. 
 As plants that originated in the 
swamps of the North American state 
that gave us our common name, we 
like nothing better than to have our 
feet in mud and water, and the ponds 
in the author’s garden have provided us 
with a perfect environment in which 
to put on a heavenly performance.
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 We’re among the easiest of plants to 
care for, and with our roots permanent-
ly submerged in water we survive every 
drought and have no objections to being 
neglected for months on end. In fact, 
neglect suits us well, for when the gar-
dener’s away or takes her eye off the ball 
it quickly becomes obvious that we’re 
certainly not angelic and well-behaved 
all year long. But when we take the op-
portunity to imitate our wild ancestors 
and rapidly dominate our aquatic envi-

ronment the gardener’s not impressed.
 Our clusters of tall, narrow blue green 
leaves, which reach a height of around 
a metre, create an inviting haven for 
frogs, fish swim among our submerged 
stems, and the gardener, on hot summer 
days, wades in the largest of the garden’s 
ponds, not only to keep cool, but also 
to cut back our otherwise inaccessible 
stems when, in spring and early sum-
mer, we’ve completed our floral display. 
 Our heavenly flowers come in a range 

of colours, including every imaginable 
shade of mauve, blue, red and yellow, 
with ‘Aunt Shirley,’ with her beaming 
pink smile, being among the best of us. 
 Her neighbours in the garden in-
clude ‘Geisha Eyes’ with its rich blue to 
purple flowers with yellow centres, ‘Ger-
ry Marsteller’, which has burgundy red 
flowers with yellow centres and white 
edged petals, and the haughty ‘High 
Rank’, which has golden orange flowers.
 ‘Jeri,’ with its deep regal purple flow-
ers, shares an aquatic environment 
with ‘Lizoo,’ which has deep red flow-
ers with yellow centres and the beau-
tiful blue flowered ‘Malibu Magic.’ But 
it’s ‘McCulla,’ with its rich red flowers 
with yellow centres that’s the star at-
traction of another garden pond where 
it’s blooms contrast  dramatically with 
the pale yellow flowers of ‘Milk Maid.’
 We’ll thrive in containers and in 
the ground too, and prefer a location 
with either sun or light shade, and 

Louisiana irises - clockwise from 
top left: ‘Aunt Shirley’,  ‘Lizoo’,  ‘Jeri’ 
and ‘Malibu Magic’.



Perennials 4

Louisiana irises - clockwise from 
top left: ‘Malibu Magic’, ‘Milk Maid’, 
‘ Gerry Marsteller’, ‘High Rank’, 
‘Aunt Shirley’ and ‘McCulla’.

with fertile soil that’s constantly damp. 
And being plants that grow quite rap-
idly, our community can easily be 
increased by the division of clumps 
of our rhizomes or from our seeds.
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Top left: Louisiana iris ‘Geisha 
Eyes’.

Top right: Kniphofia pauciflora 
‘Lime Light’.

Bottom left: Kniphofia uvaria 
‘Winter Cheer’.

KNIPHOFIA 
Asphodelaceae family
Kniphofia uvaria
Kniphofia pauciflora
Common name: Red Hot Poker, Torch 
Lily

 We’re a little ashamed of who we 
are, for our contribution to the gar-
den is minimal - at least for the many 
months of the year when we’re merely 
clumps of long, green grass-like leaves. 

It’s then that we appear to be as lethar-
gic as a gaggle of fossilised weevils, 
but despite our long period of inac-
tivity the gardener treats us well, for 
she knows that we’ll eventually awake 
from our seemingly comatose state and 
add a blast of colour to the landscape. 
 With the knowledge that our 
roots will rot if they become exces-
sively wet, she’s planted us in well 
draining soil, and while some of us 
thrive in a location that receives plen-

ty of sunlight, others spend their 
days just as happily in dappled shade.
 We’re colloquially known as Red 
Hot Pokers, but that’s not a name that’s 
appropriate for one of our species that 
features prominently in the garden, 
for Kniphofia pauciflora ‘Lime Light’ 
produces lime yellow flowers when the 
warm days of summer nudge it into 
action. Given the right conditions, this 
attractive cultivar grows to a height of 
around 60cm and eventually devel-
ops into a clump that’s around 50cm 
wide, and although it’s the runt of our 
genus, any hint of embarrassment van-
ishes when its gleaming flowers domi-
nate its allocated corner of the garden.
 Kniphofia uvaria ‘Winter Cheer,’ 
in addition to being a larger grow-
ing species that reaches a height of 
around 1.5 metres and that spreads to 
a width of around a metre, is readily 
recognisable as a Red Hot Poker, for in 
winter through to early spring its tall 



Perennials 6

spikes of fiery orange and yellow flow-
ers set the garden ablaze with colour. 
 We kniphofias, large and small, 
will snub all but the most extreme of 
droughts, will tolerate a light frost, 
and demand little in the way of at-
tention other than to have unsightly 
dead flowers removed and excessively 
large clumps divided up when we’re 
dozing during the winter months. 

Top left: Kniphofia uvaria ‘Winter 
Cheer’.

Above: Leucanthemum x superbum 
‘Daisy May’.

LEUCANTHEMUM
Asteraceae family 
Leucanthemum x superbum ‘Daisy May’
Common name: Shasta Daisy 

The Asteraceae or daisy family to 
which we leucanthemums belong is one 
of the largest groups of plants, and I’m 
among its many stunning members. 

I’m not afraid to admit that I’m a 
complete mongrel, but the fact that my 
parentage is very complex doesn’t mean 
that I’m devoid of poise and elegance. It’s 
the opposite in fact, for I’m a descend-
ant of some glorious British wildflow-
ers and have inherited the best of their 
characteristics. I came into existence in 
1890 when an American horticulturist 
crossed Leucanthemum maximum with 
L. vulgare, the common Oxeye Daisy 
that flourishes in the wild in Britain. 

The resultant plants were crossed with 
other daisy species, and here I am today.

My favoured environment is one 
with moist, rich well-draining soil 
that’s in the full sun or in very light 
shade, and in such a situation I’ll flow-
er throughout the summer months 
with my relatively large white flowers 
with their golden yellow centres ris-
ing, on stems up to 40cm high, above 
low clusters of dark green leaves. 

I was once one of an eclectic vari-

ety of plants grown in an herbaceous 
border, but ravenous possums discov-
ered that both my flowers and my foli-
age made a tasty midnight snack. After 
tearing her hair out in frustration at the 
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carnage the animals had wrought, the 
gardener opted to grow me in a con-
tainer in a location where plants seem 
to have remained undiscovered by noc-
turnal revellers and I’ve lived happily 
ever after. When I became too large for 
my pot, the immense clump that I had 
become was divided to create a host of 
new plants that are now thriving in are-
as where, if they’re lucky, they might es-
cape the attentions of the local wildlife.

LOBELIA SPECIOSA
Campanulaceae family 
Lobelia speciosa ‘Starship Scarlet’
Common name: Lobelia, Cardinal 
Flower

 I’m of a nervous disposition and 
I have a good reason to be so, for I’m 
only a little bloke and, for much of 
the year, I’m overshadowed by taller 
plants, by coleus, by lavender, and by 
ferns that reach out in my direction 
and threaten to submerge me beneath 
their masses of foliage. But the gar-
dener knows when trouble’s brewing 
and she ensures that my neighbours 
are kept well back, for although, in 
the midst of summer, I welcome the 
shade that they provide, I like to see the 
sun for at least a few hours every day.
 What I also like is to have my 
roots in moist well-draining soil that 
contains plenty of humus, and here, 
where my every whim is acceded to, 
I’m thriving in the sunlit rockery, 
in the edge of an herbaceous bor-
der, and in a variety of containers.
 I’m a member of the Campanulace-
ae (bellflower) family that contains 
some 350 species of annuals, peren-
nials and shrubs, and I can shatter 
any hint of modesty by declaring that 
I’m one of the most beautiful of my 
genus, at least when I courageously 
burst into bloom. My dark green leaves 
that are tinged with red form a low 
ground-hugging clump from which, in 
summer and autumn, tall spikes of viv-
id red flowers emerge. I reach a height, 
when flowering, of around 30cm and 
will eventually develop into a clump 
that’s some 20cm wide, and more of 

my species can easily be propagated by 
removing some of the small plantlets 
that sprout at the edge of the clump. 
In a cool climate I’m often treated as an 
annual, but in the warm frost-free envi-
ronment of the author’s garden I’ve lived 
to a ripe old age and continually demon-
strate that small can be beautiful too.

Above: Lobelia speciosa ‘Starship 
Scarlet’.

LYSIMACHIA 
Primulaceae family 
Lysimachia congestiflora
Common name: Creeping Jenny, 
Dense-flowered Loosestrife, Golden 
Globes

I’m a tad embarrassed by my bo-
tanical name, and the gardener has to 
wrack her brains to remember it, but 
I have no objections to being called 
Creeping Jenny, for creeping around 
is a skill that I’ve honed to perfection. 

My genus, which is a member 

of the Primulaceae (Primula) fami-
ly, was named in honour of Lysima-
chus, the king of ancient Macedonia 
who, it’s said, placated an enraged 
ox by feeding it with the one of the 
plants that has immortalised his name. 

Although I might spit the dum-
my and ultimately die if subjected to 
more than a light touch of frost, I’ll 
be calm and contented when provid-
ed with moist, well-draining fertile 
soil that contains plenty of humus, 
and while I’m happiest when grow-
ing in full sun, I won’t complain if I’m 
planted in a lightly shaded location.

I’m a prostrate species that reaches 
a height of little more than 10cm and, 
forming roots at the nodes of each 
stem that comes into contact with the 
soil, I can creep across the landscape 
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at a steady pace until I attain a width 
of around 30cm. My growth hab-
it means that I’m the perfect plant for 
use as a ground cover, in a rockery or 
in a container where I can spill over the 
sides and provide a glorious display of 
my golden yellow flowers that appear, 
among my green and slightly hairy 
leaves, during spring and summer. 

My mates in the author’s garden 
include L. congestiflora ‘Sunset Gold’, 
which has variegated yellow and light 
green foliage, and ‘Gold Clusters’, which 
has cream and green leaves, and with 

all of us easily propagated from stem 
cuttings and from segments that have 
taken root as they’ve scrambled across 
the ground, we’ll be creeping across 
the landscape for many years to come.

Top left and right: Lysimachia 
congestiflora.

Bottom left: L. congestiflora ‘Gold 
Clusters’.

Bottom right: L. congestiflora 
‘Sunset Gold’.
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NEOMARICA 
Iridaceae family 
Neomarica gracilis
Common name: Walking Iris, Apostle’s 
Iris

 The gardener was momentari-
ly speechless when I arrived on her 
doorstep as a birthday present from 
a friend, but it was neither gratitude 
nor my physical appearance that trig-
gered her unfamiliar condition. Af-
ter considering her options she took 
the easy way out and politely mum-
bled, “Thanks very much,” for she 
couldn’t be rude enough to admit that 
I was a gift that was far from welcome. 
 Several years earlier another ac-
quaintance had presented her with a 
walking iris and, unaware of its gal-
livanting ways, she’d planted it in a 
rainforest section of the garden where 
it had taken advantage of the situa-
tion and gone walkabout in a big way. 
And after having successfully erad-
icated it from the garden she never 
wanted to see one of my species again. 

 I wasn’t about to let on that in a sim-
ilar situation I’d do exactly the same 
thing, but I was confident that after 
she’d been deceived once, I wasn’t going 
to able to pull the wool over her eyes 
and get away with too much mischief. 
But I didn’t get the chance to misbe-
have, for she planted me in a raised 
garden bed confined by a low brick wall 
and surrounded by paving, which guar-
anteed that I’d have no chance of escape.
 I’m a member of the Iridaceae 
(iris) family, a native of Mexico and 
Central and South America, and one 
of the most easy-going of plants. I’ll 
tolerate the worst of droughts and 
torrential rains of biblical intensity 
with no hint of distress. I’ll tolerate 
a feeble touch of frost, I’ll thrive in 
poor quality and poorly drained soils, 
and I’ll be content in a location that’s 
in either full sun or intense shade. 
 My long green strap-like leaves 
that reach a height of around 50cm, 
together with my unusual blue and 
white flowers that appear in sum-
mer, make me an attractive plant, but 

as I wander among the shrubs with 
which I share my environment I know 
that if I step out of line I’ll be un-
ceremoniously ripped from the soil.
 My flowers each last for only a sin-
gle day, and whenever one dies its long 
stem bends down to the ground and 
puts down roots, creating a new plant 
that eventually does the same. By this 
stealthy method I’m able to colonise a 
large area very quickly, and I’m con-
fident that, given time, I could con-
quer the world - or at least a much 
more extensive area than the garden 
bed to which I’m currently confined.
 New plants can be obtain simply by 
digging up the rooted plants that ena-
ble me to wander wherever my restless 
ways take me, but care must be taken for 
every part of a walking iris is poisonous.
 I’m saddened by the realisation that 
the gardener doesn’t love me uncondi-
tionally, but she values me as a constant 
reminder of a good friend who, with 
minimal knowledge of gardening, asked 
the salesperson at the garden centre for 
‘a quirky plant for a quirky gardener.’ 
And she got exactly what she asked for.

Above: Neomarica gracilis
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NEPENTHES
Nepenthaceae family 
Nepenthes sibuyanensis x truncata 
Common name: Pitcher Plant

As far as some people are concerned 
I’m nothing more than a freak of na-
ture, but beauty, someone once said, 
is in the eye of the beholder, and the 
gardener sees more than a barely dis-

cernible touch of beauty in my strange 
form. To the insects that are an integral 
part of the garden environment I am, 
without doubt, the devil in disguise, 
not that they have much time to con-
sider this fact, for I’m a carnivorous 
plant, and once an insect has glimpsed 
my deadly intentions, its fate is sealed.

The large cylindrical pitchers that 
hang from the tips of my leaves are 
the trap I’ve set to catch a snack, and 
once my prey slips from the pitcher’s 
curved rim and splashes into the wa-
ter below I applaud Mother Nature for 
her unique design that ensures that 
I can obtain essential nutrients from 
the doomed victims of her ingenuity.

My parent plants are natives of the 
Philippines and, like them, I’m rather 
particular about my environment, with 

the appropriate levels of light, mois-
ture, humidity and temperature, to-
gether with the right growing medium 
all essential for my long-term survival. 

I’m happy to grow outdoors in a 
warm frost-free corner of the author’s 
garden, but in cooler climates a shel-
tered indoor environment is more to 
my liking. The hanging container that’s 
my home here, and that’s suspended 
in the dappled shade of trees, is filled 
with sphagnum moss to provide ex-
cellent drainage yet ensure that my 
roots are always damp but never sod-
den. And with early morning sunlight 
illuminating my corner of the garden 
and light shade falling across my foli-
age during the hottest part of the day 
I’m as happy as a mob of termites in the 
rotting timbers of an outback dunny.

When it comes to water I’m fair-
ly fussy too, and fortunately the 
gardener quenches my thirst with 
rainwater rather than the heavily chlo-
rinated stuff of an urban water supply. 

As I grow larger, my leaves and my 
pitchers, each of which lasts for around 
2 months, increase in size too, and as 
summer rains arrive and trigger an 
increase in the insect population I 
look forward to gorging myself on the 
tiny creatures that are the unsuspect-
ing victims of my limitless appetite. 

Above and left: Nepenthes 
sibuyanensis x truncata

NYMPHAEA
Nymphaeaceae family 
Nymphaea caerulea 
Common name: Blue Waterlily, Cape 
Waterlily, Blue Lotus

 I might seem as though I’m simply 
a good-looking bimbo that’s doing little 
more than lazing around and enjoying 
an idyllic lifestyle, but I’m more than 
just a pretty face. I’m an invaluable as-
set in the largest of the garden’s many 
ponds, and it’s not only the gardener 
who appreciates my presence. Fish rum-
mage among my stems for tasty morsels 
of food. Aquatic snails that help to keep 
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the pond clean lay their eggs on the un-
derside of my large floating leaves, tiny 
frogs and flying insects rest on my blue 
flowers, and native bees stock up on the 
abundance of pollen that my glorious 
blooms provide. And I’m justifiably 
proud to be more than just beautiful. 
 It’s believed that my species originat-
ed in Egypt, but over the centuries I’ve 
been introduced to many other coun-
tries, and although I can’t claim to be 
a dinkum Aussie I’ve become so wide-
ly naturalised in Australia, primarily 
in Queensland and New South Wales, 
that it’s often erroneously assumed that 
this great continent was my birthplace. 
 Some people may despise me and 
regard me as nothing more than an un-
welcome immigrant, an aquatic weed, 
but within the confines of a garden 
pond I’m invariably on my best behav-
iour, and with no opportunity to escape 
and invade any natural watercourse 
I pose no threat to the environment.
 In spring and summer, when my 
large flowers stretch up on their long 
stems from among my jumble of buoy-
ant green leaves, the gardener is mo-
mentarily speechless with wonder at 

my beauty, but it’s the fact that I thrive 
with minimal attention that most im-
presses her. I need no watering to sur-
vive the most devastating of droughts 
and no fertiliser to encourage me to 
bloom, but every few years, when she 
considers that I’m beginning to domi-
nate my aquatic environment, the gar-
dener wades into the water to savagely 
rip out large segments of my roots. I 
take no offence at her actions, although 
I invariable look the worse for wear 
when she’s completed her task, and I 
resume my rampant growth as soon 
as the warm weather of spring returns.

OENOTHERA
Onagraceae family
Oenothera lindheimeri syn. Gaura lind-
heimeri
Oenothera speciosa
Common name: Evening Primrose

We oenotheras are members of the 
Onagraceae (Evening Primrose) family, 
with all of our approximately 150 spe-
cies having originated in the Americas.

Several of our genus thrive in the 

Top left: Nymphaea caerulea

Top right: Oenothera lindheimeri 
‘Passionate Rainbow’.

Above: Oenothera speciosa

author’s garden, and while each of 
us has its own unique appearance, 
we all require similar conditions to 
encourage us to grow well and to 
provide a dazzling display of flow-
ers from spring through to autumn. 

We’ll thrive in poor quality soil 
providing it has good drainage, we’ll 
grow quite contentedly in either light 
shade or full sun, we’ll tolerate hot 
weather as well as a light touch of 
frost, and although we’ll survive all 
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but the worst of droughts we appre-
ciate some water during dry periods,

Oenothera ‘Lemon Drop’. I’m the 
runt of the family, but that doesn’t 
mean that I’m less appealing than my 

closest relatives. I reach a height of 
merely 15cm, and spread across the 
ground to create a mound of small dark 
green leaves that’s eventually around 
30cm wide, but it’s when I joyously 

burst into bloom that I stand out from 
the crowd. My vivid yellow flowers have 
a subtle fragrance and although they 
last for only a single day, they remain 
open throughout the daylight hours. 
In cool climates I’m generally grown as 
an annual, but in the author’s sub-trop-
ical garden I’m a perennial member 
of an eclectic community of plants.

Oenothera lindheimeri syn. Gaura 
lindheimeri ‘Passionate Rainbow.’ The 
gardener was first introduced to me 
when exploring a friend’s garden where 
my dark red and green leaves were 
overshadowed by a mass of small vivid 
pink flowers, but she rejected the offer 
of a small plant when she realised that 
I was vigorously colonising an exten-
sive garden bed and effectively stifling 
the growth of other low growing plants 

The memory of my beautiful flow-
ers and foliage eventually over-rode 
her better judgement however, and 
she invited me to take up residence in 
her garden, under the strict condition 
that I would be confined to a large con-
tainer until my behaviour could be as-
sessed. With the container placed on a 
brick wall, I had no chance of putting 
my roots down into the soil and mak-
ing a secretive escape from my con-
finement. I had no option other than 
to be on my very best behaviour, and 
I rewarded the gardener with a con-
tinuous display of the delicate little 
flowers that first made her fall in love 
with me, and one day, if she’s feeling 
very daring, perhaps she’ll set me free 
and allow me to wander wherever my 
roots lead me. Until then I’ll simply 
have to get up to my deceptive tricks 
and emerge where she least expects to 
see me, thanks to the seeds that I’ve se-
cretly drop onto the garden bed that lies 
beyond the prison that she calls a pot.

When in bloom I grow to a height 
of around 60cm and with my masses of 
pale pink flowers I’ve earned my com-
mon name of Gaura, which is derived 

Top left: Oenothera ‘Lemon Drops’.

Left: Oenothera lindheimeri 
‘Passionate Rainbow’.
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from a Greek word meaning ‘superb.’
Oenothera speciosa. With my small 

rosettes of dark green leaves I’m out of 
sight and out of mind for much of the 
year as I silently scramble among the 
larger and more conspicuous plants 
that are my neighbours. I’m the ground 
cover plant that no one notices, at least 
not until I begin to flower, and it’s then 
that there are gasps of surprise for 
my existence had almost been forgot-
ten, My delicate pale pink flowers, on 
their fine stems that rise to a height of 
around 25cm, open in the evening and 
remain open until the middle of the 
following morning, and it’s this fea-
ture of my character that has earned 
me the name of ‘Evening Primrose.’

ORTHOSIPHON
Lamiaceae family 
Orthosiphon aristatus
Common name: Cat’s Whiskers, Java 
Tea Plant

 Most people call me Cat’s Whiskers 
in reference to the unusual form of my 
striking white flowers, but the gardener 
refers to me as Lazarus, for like that leg-
endary biblical character I sometimes 
appear to be dead, apparently having 
succumbed to the onslaught of drought, 
but I miraculously come back to life, 
resurrected by nothing more than the 
magical powers of a deluge of rain. 
  I’m a member of the Lamiaceae (mint) 
family and am a native not only of In-
dia, southern China and south-eastern 
Asia but also of northern Queensland.
 I’m a very easy-going character and 
my immortality is assured if I’m planted 
in either full sun or light shade in a frost-
free location that has well draining soil.
 I’ll quickly attain a height of 
around 80cm and a width of around 
a metre, and with an occasion-
al snip here and there, particular-
ly after flowering, I can be encour-
aged to become a neat and tidy plant. 
 My unique flowers, which range 
in colour from white, to pale mauve 
and pale pink, appear in late summer 
through to autumn and compliment 
my dark green slightly glossy leaves 

that, in some Asian cultures, are used 
in herbal medicine and have earned me 
the colloquial name of ‘Java Tea Plant.’
 And with new plants easily propa-

gated from stem cuttings, the garden-
er has ensured that a plant that really 
is the cat’s whiskers can live forever.

Above and left: Orthosiphon 
aristatus

OSTEOSPERMUM
Asteraceae family 
Osteospermum ecklonis
Common name: African Daisy, Cape 
Daisy

 We’re the extroverts of the vast As-
teraceae (daisy) family. We crave at-
tention and adoration, and if we could 
shout out loud, you’d hear our incessant 
call, ‘Look at us! Look at us!’ booming 
across the garden landscape. But being 
speechless characters we rely on the 
gaudy colours of our flowers to lure 
admirers to shower us with praise and 



Perennials 14

to inflate our already ballooning egos. 
 We’re tough enough to thrive in 
poor quality slightly acidic soil, pro-
viding it has adequate drainage, and 
we’ll survive the icy touch of all but 
the most severe of frosts. A location 
in full sun is our preferred option, and 
although we appreciate regular water-

ing in our early days, we’re relative-
ly drought tolerant once established.
 The only maintenance we require 
is for any spent flowers to be removed, 
and then, when our flowering season, 
which lasts from spring until late sum-
mer, has come to its conclusion, some 
tip pruning helps to keep us in shape.

Osteospermum ecklonis cultivars, 
clockwise from top left: ‘Blue Eyed 
Beauty’, ‘3D Double Purple’, ‘Flame’, 
‘Akila Purple’ and ‘Voltage Yellow’.
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 We’re draped, throughout the year, 
with deep green foliage, and the ma-
jority of the many modern cultivars of 
our species reach a height of around 
30cm and a width of 40cm. And while 
some of us have settled happily into 
life in a mixed garden bed, others are 
contentedly growing in containers. 
 Osteospermum ecklonis ‘Akila Pur-
ple’, produces vivid purple flowers. 
‘Blue Eyed Beauty’ lives up to its name 
with bright yellow flowers with purple 
centres, while the purple flowered ‘3D 
Double Purple’ has an additional touch 
of glamour, thanks to the double lay-
ers of petals in the centre of each of its 
gaudy blooms. The flowers of ‘Flame’ 
are a stunning dark red, and ‘Volt-
age Yellow’ has bright yellow flowers. 
 And with we osteospermums being 
easy to propagate from stem cuttings, 
we’re sure to remain much admired gar-
den companions for many years to come.

Top left: Osteospermum ecklonis 
‘Blue Eyed Beauty’. 

Top right: O. ecklonis ‘3D Double 
Purple’.

Right: Geranium ‘White Splash’.

Bottom right: Geranium unnamed 
cultivar

PELARGONIUM
Geraniaceae family 
Common name: Geranium
 
 Geraniums were never high on the 
author’s list of must-have plants, in fact 
they never made it onto the list at all 
until her father introduced her to plants 
that were thriving in a forgotten corner 
of his garden. “They’re so easy to grow,” 
he insisted, but success initially elud-
ed her as every geranium she planted 
succumbed to the effects of excessive-
ly wet and humid weather, and rapid-
ly became nothing more than a cluster 
of brown and rotting stems. She killed 
us with kindness, when all we needed 
was to be left alone to get on with life. 
 The secret of success, she finally dis-
covered, is to plant us in extremely well 
draining soil in a location that receives 
plenty of sunlight, and when she offered 
my mates and I an appropriate environ-
ment we were almost singing with joy. 
 We’re unfazed by droughts and 
by the heat of summer and, in 
cold climates, we’ll even survive a 



Perennials 16

Geraniums, clockwise from top 
left: ‘Pink Splash’, pink Graffiti 
collection, red Graffiti collection, 
‘Strawberry Sizzle’ and “Mr.Wren’.

light frost, but our roots will sim-
ply not tolerate excessive moisture.
 We’re members of the Geraniaceae 
family, and those of us now thriving in 
the garden are often referred to as Zon-
al Pelargoniums, with the word ‘zonal’ 
indicating that our leaves are frequently 
decorated with a band of colour oth-
er than green, which is the primary 
colour of the foliage of most cultivars. 
 The aroma omitted by our leaves is 
perhaps one reason why insects rarely 
attack us, but unfortunately the wild 
creatures that routinely visit the garden 
are less fastidious and, during times of 
drought, kangaroos and wallabies enjoy 
a banquet at our expense and prune us 

almost to the point of extermination. 
 Most of us grow to a height of 
around 40cm and a similar width, and 
we ask the gardener for little attention 
other than an occasional snip here 
and there with the secateurs to keep 
us looking trim and terrific and to en-
sure that we don’t become too spindly. 
 Our flowers, which can be white, or-
ange and any imaginable shade from the 
palest of pink to the darkest red, are pro-
duced from spring through to autumn. 
  ‘Baby Face,’ which has pale pink 
flowers, has plants of the Graffiti series as 
its neighbours, including ‘Double Red,’ 
which has a rather tattered appearance 
with rich red double flowers, and ‘Dou-
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ble Salmon,’ which has pink flowers and 
green leaves with reddish brown streaks.
  ‘Mr. Wren,’ a relatively tall grow-
ing cultivar with flowers that have 
orange petals hemmed with white, 
is a very handsome character as is 
‘Oh So Orange,’ which has flow-
ers that really are so very orange.
 The flowers of ‘Pink Splash’ are pale 
pink daubed with red, while ‘Pinktastic’ 
and ‘Strawberry Sizzle’ both have bril-
liant deep pink blooms with white cen-
tres, and ‘White Splash’ has a contradic-
tory name, for its flowers are white with 
splashes of deep pink around the centre.
 With new plants easily grown from 
cuttings the gardener has no valid ex-

Above left: Geranium ‘Baby Face’

Above right: Pontederia cordata

Right: Pontederia cordata

Opposite page, geraniums, 
clockwise from top left: unnamed 
cultivar, ‘Strawberry Sizzle’, 
‘Strawberry Sizzle’,  unnamed 
cultivar, ‘Oh So Orange’ and ‘White 
Splash’.

PONTEDERIA 
Pontaderiaceae family 
Pontederia cordata 
Common name: Pickerel Weed

 I’m always cool and calm, but 
my temporarily idle moods are not 
because I’m lethargic. I’m mere-
ly planning my next move, my next 
conquest, and I’m simply waiting 
until the time is right for action.
 I’m a native of the Americas, and 
thrive in wetland environments from 
Canada south to Argentina, and in 
other corners of the world I’m not con-
tent to remain a captive in an isolated 
garden pond. Escape, spread and col-
onise, that’s my motto, and I’ve honed 
my skills to such a degree of perfection 
that in several countries, including 
Australia, I’ve escaped from confine-
ment and made myself at home in every 
suitable habitat where I’ve been able to 
wriggle my roots down into the mud. 
 I’m regarded as an environ-

mental weed in many areas, but 
the gardener welcomed me into 
her life with confidence that she’d 
be able to control my wicked ways. 
 I do my best to repay her faith in 
me and always put on my best appear-
ance, for she’s provided me with the 
perfect conditions for vibrant growth. 
The pond that I call home is in a frost-
free location where I’m never subject-
ed to the harsh rays of midday sun 

cuse, other than the threat posed by 
ravenous wildlife, for not permit-
ting more of us to inhabit her garden.
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that, in summer, would scorch my 
large, light green heart-shaped leaves. 
 I grow to a height of around a me-
tre, with my flowering stems, which 
spear up from the water in summer 
and that bear clusters of beautiful 
light blue flowers, being slightly taller. 
 I’m proud to be part of an aquatic 
habitat that’s appreciated by frogs and 
by fish that swim and feed among my 
partially submerged stems, but my life 
wasn’t always so harmonious. I was in-
itially planted in a small pond, but with 
my rapid growth the water was soon 
congested and there was little room 
left for other aquatic plants or for the 
fish that play a vital role in controlling 
mosquito larvae. The gardener was not 
amused, and although she initially con-
sidered eradicating me, she gave me a 
second chance in a much larger pond.
 Here, she regularly removes my wan-
dering roots to confine me to one corner 
of the pond, and as a plant that, in every 
other respect requires limited mainte-
nance, I’m in her good books once again.

PORTULACA 
Portulacaceae family 
Portulaca grandiflora
Portulaca oleracea 
Common name: Portulaca

  Portulaca grandiflora. Although 
I can’t pull a rabbit out of a hat, I’m 
still a competent magician, and 
I put on a dazzling performance 
to keep the gardener enthralled. 
 She knows me well and provides me 
with the right conditions to ensure that 
I’m on stage and flowering every day, 
from spring right through into autumn. 
She’s kindly planted me in a location 
that receives sunlight all day long, and 
although I’ll grow in the shade if I’m 
condemned to such a situation, my 
masses of brightly coloured flowers will 
only unfurl their satin-textured petals 
when they’re drenched with sunshine. 
 My flowers, which can be white, 
vivid yellow, red or orange, or 
daubed with a combination of col-
ours, are a vibrant contrast to 
my dark green succulent leaves.

Top left and right: Portulaca 
grandiflora.

Centre left: Portulaca oleracea 
‘Summer Stars’.

Centre right: Portulaca grandiflora.

Bottom left: Portulaca grandiflora 
‘Candy Stripe’.

 I won’t tolerate even a hint of 
frost, and I insist on being planted in 
well-draining soil, for if my shallow 
roots become excessively wet I’ll take my 
final bow and do my vanishing act as my 
life comes to a premature conclusion. 
 Being a low growing species that 
reaches a height of merely 15cm and a 
width of around 25cm I’m the ideal gar-
den companion to bring a dash of col-
our to the rockery and to the edges of 
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garden beds, and I’m more than happy 
to grow in containers where I can hang 
around in a sunlit area of the garden. 
 New plants can easily be created from 
stem cuttings, and I enthusiastically 
toss my tiny seeds around the garden to 
increase the population of my species.
 My close relative Portulaca oleracea 
shares the same demands for successful 

Top left and right: Portulaca 
oleracea ‘Cinderella’.

Centre: Portulaca grandiflora

Bottom left: Portulaca oleracea

Bottom centre and right: Portulaca 
grandiflora

cultivation and is just as easy to grow. Its 
double flowers, which may be red, or-
ange, yellow or occasionally a combina-
tion of colours, are less fastidious, and 
remain open all day long, even when 
shade creeps across their delicate petals.
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SCAEVOLA 
Goodeniaceae family 
Scaevola aemula
Common name: Fan Flower
 

I’m a dinkum Aussie through and 
through and can be found, in the wild, 
in many regions of the continent, and 
while I’m reasonably good-looking, 
modern cultivars of my species put 
me to shame with their generally larg-
er and more vividly coloured flowers. 

Top right: Scaevola aemula ‘New 
Wonder’.

Other images: Scaevola aemula 
‘Pink Charm’.

Scaevola aemula ‘New Wonder’ 
with its mauve flowers, ‘Pink Charm’ 
that, surprise, surprise, has pink flow-
ers, and ‘Midnight,’ with its dark purple 
blooms are unquestionably among the 
best of the bunch and have been adopt-
ed by the gardener to become valued 
members of the diverse community 
of plants within her sprawling garden.

We’re low growing plants, with most 
cultivars attaining a height of merely 
15cm and a width of some 60cm, but 
in spring and summer, when our vivid 

green, slightly hairy leaves are draped 
with circular clusters of flowers, the gar-
dener is one of our greatest admirers.

The main criteria to ensure our 
survival is well-drained soil, and that’s 
what we’ve been offered in the rock-
ery that’s our home, and in the dec-
orative containers that are scattered 
around the garden and that are an 
attractive feature in their own right.

We appreciate the fact that we’ve 
been planted in locations that receive 
plenty of sunlight, but we’ll thrive and 
flower well in light shade too. Being 
fairly undemanding plants we’ll tolerate 
a light frost, but excessive water and soil 
that has inadequate drainage invariably 
proves fatal. And while we’ll cope with 
short periods of dry weather, we grow 
and produce an optimum display of 
flowers if the soil is kept moist, particu-
larly in the hottest months of the year.
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SOLENOSTEMON
Lamiaceae family 
Solenostemon scutellarioides 
Common name: Coleus, Painted Nettle

I’ll formally introduce myself as So-
lenostemon scutellaroides, but “Who is 
this plant?” most people will ask, for 
I’m generally known only by my more 
familiar name of ‘coleus’. Despite my 
long and aristocratic name I’m no pre-
tentious prima donna, no hoity-toity 
celebrity. I’m just a down-to-earth com-
moner that knows how to get the job 
done with no complaints and no hesi-
tation in doing what’s expected of me.

Top left: Scaevola aemula 
‘Midnight’.

Top right:  Solenostemon 
scutellarioides ‘Coral Ruffles’ series

Centre right: Solenostemon 
scutellarioides seedling

Bottom right: Flowers of 
Solenostemon scutellarioides

And as new plants can easily be 
propagated from stem cutting the 
gardener has no excuse for not in-
viting more of us to share her world.

And what the gardener expects 
from me is not great clusters of gaudy 
flowers, but a mass of colourful foliage, 
for I and others of my species provide 
a riot of colour all day every day of the 
year, and we’re impossible to ignore 
in the garden beds that we dominate.

The gardener once regarded coleus 
as relatively uninspiring plants, and al-
though she graciously accepted a plant 
that a friend donated she was initially 
as happy to see me as a council work-
er might be when cleaning the sewers 
and discovering a rat up his trousers  
The plan was to plant me in a forgot-
ten corner of the garden and leave 
me to live or die in obscurity, but as I 
grew and my leaves took on increas-
ingly vibrant hues of red, green and 
yellow, her opinion of the humble co-
leus evolved into one of admiration. 

Years later I and my descendants 
are still here, and we’ve been joined 
by several modern cultivars, some 
with ruffled edges to their leaves, 
some with more vividly coloured fo-
liage, and even dwarf varieties with 
small leaves and a low growing hab-
it that have proved to be versatile 
ground cover and rockery plants. 

We’re members of the Lamiaceae 
(mint) family, and with our ancestors 
being natives of tropical regions of Af-
rica and Asia we cope well with the hot 
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Top left: Solenostemon 
scutellarioides dwarf variety.

Top right:  Solenostemon 
scutellarioides Coral Ruffles 
‘Bordeaux’

Centre left and bottom left: 
Solenostemon scutellarioides

Above: Solenostemon scutellarioides 
Coral Ruffles series 

weather of Australian summers, but we 
dislike intensely cold conditions and 
regard Jack Frost as our mortal enemy. 

We appreciate fertile soil with good 
drainage as our roots and stems will 
rot if the ground remains wet for too 

long, and although we’ll survive short 
periods of dry weather, we prefer to 
have our roots kept damp to ensure 
that our leaves don’t begin to wilt and 
reveal that we’re under a little stress.

We cope well in both full sun and 
light shade, and, knowing that the 
gardener likes to see flowers scattered 
across the landscape, we try to please her 
with tall spikes of tiny light blue flowers. 
But she’s less than impressed, and snips 
off every bloom to encourage each of 
us to develop a compact bushy habit. 

 Many coleus within the gar-
den are unnamed varieties, but the 
stars of our community are undoubt-
edly Coral Ruffles ‘Bordeaux’, which 
has vivid red frilly edged leaves, 

‘Campfire’ with its fiery orange to red 
foliage and ‘Carnival’ that, with its 
leaves daubed with bright red and 
golden yellow, offers a good reason 
to celebrate the beauty of our species. 

Most of us reach a height of around 
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Top left: Solenostemon 
scutellarioides ‘Carnival’

Bottom left: Solenostemon 
scutellarioides ‘ Campfire’

STRELITZIA 
Strelitziaceae family 
Strelitzia reginae
Common name: Bird of Paradise, 
Crane Lily

 Few people would argue with my 
claim to be one of the toughest of all 
plants, for I routinely survive both 
droughts and deluges of rain. I won’t 
complain if frost touches me lightly 
with its icy fingers, and I thrive in both 
the searing rays of the summer sun and 
in the deepest shade of the rainforest 
section of the garden where my roots 
probe through the well-draining soil. 
 I owe my common name to my large 
and long-lasting flowers that appear, 
in spring and summer, on long and 
arching stems and that, to anyone with 
a hint of imagination, resemble the 
head of some exotic bird with a crest of 
vivid orange plumes.  
 I’m a native of South Africa but I’m 
proud that my unique and glamorous 
blooms have given me the honour of 
being selected as the floral emblem of 
the U.S. city of Los Angeles.
 I’ll grow to a height of around 2 
metres and I need plenty of room to 
spread out as I’ll eventually develop 
into a large clump, and believe me, it 
can be a Herculean task to remove me 
or to divide up a sprawling clump of my 
species once I’ve made myself at home. 
 Size is all relative however, and I’m 
a veritable midget in comparison to my 
less familiar relative Strelitzia nicolai 
that can reach a height of 6 metres or 
more. This species, which has primarily 
white flowers, came to the garden as a 
diminutive specimen and was planted 
under a power line, but when the 
gardener realised that it was a monster 
in disguise it was promptly uprooted 
and relocated to an area well away 
from the house, from power lines, and 
from pathways and water pipes, and in 

a metre, and if breezes or heavy rains 
bend our stems to the ground we’ll take 
root and spread as far as we can be-
fore the gardener comes snipping our 
way with her secateurs. And as we’re 
easy to propagate from cuttings, she’s 
got a ready supply of material to en-

sure that we remain her loyal garden 
companions for many years to come.
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a clearing at the furthest extremity of 
the garden it can grow unhindered and 
without complaints as it reaches for the 
sky.

STROBILANTHES 
Acanthaceae family 
Strobilanthes dyerianus syn S. dyeriana
Common name: Persian Shield

I’m a rebellious character, and I 
make no apologies for my inability to 

conform to the décor of the garden 
where there’s green, green, green in 
every direction. It’s the dominant colour 
of the foliage that surrounds me, and 
I’ve seen enough of it. I’m determined 
to stand out from the monotony of 
green with which Mother Nature has 
painted my world, and I certainly do 
just that. With my vivid purple foliage 
I invariably attract the attention of 
anyone who wanders my way, and 
I can gloat that my regal splendour 
guarantees that my neighbours, plants 
that wear nothing more than green 
foliage, are temporarily ignored.

Although my gaudy leaves are 
far more colourful than many of the 
flowers that share my shaded corner 
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TURNERA 
Passifloraceae family 
Turnera subulata syn T. elegans 
Common name: White Alder, Cuban 
Buttercup

 I’m a species that originated in 
Central and South America and was 
named in honour of William Turner, a 
16th century English botanist. Mister 

Turner was probably well aware of 
the fact that I’m a close relative of the 
familiar passionfruit, but in many 
respects I look less like the plant that 
bears this delicious tropical fruit than a 
peanut looks like a banana.
 I have no hesitation in declaring that 
I’m a masochist, for the harder life treats 
me, the better I like it. I never flinch in 
the face of drought, and my dark green 
leaves, with their prominent veins and 
serrated edges, show no hint of wilting 
when I’m punished with the intense 
heat and searing sunlight of summer. 
I’ll stand defiantly in impoverished 

soil, even when it remains sodden for 
a considerable amount of time. And in 
a location with either full sun or light 
shade I’ll take all the beatings that 
Mother Nature inflicts upon me with 
no complaints at all - unless she sends 
Jack Frost my way to play the role of the 
Grim Reaper.
 My first of my hordes of flowers 
appear in the early days of summer, 
and with unquenchable enthusiasm I 
continue to produce my cream coloured 
flowers day after day, right through into 
the cooler months of autumn. Each 
opens only for a day, but I produce 

Opposite page, top left: Strelitzia 
reginae. Other images: Strobilanthes 
dyerianus.

This page, top: Turnera subulata 
‘Early Bird’. Bottom: Turnera 
subulata

of the garden, my own small mauve 
flowers are certainly nothing to shout 
about, but with such stunning foliage, 
I’m no more depressed about my lack 
of dazzling blooms than a giraffe might 
be about the fact that it has no wings.

I’m a species that originated in 
Myanmar, and I appreciate a warm, 
humid and frost-free environment 
similar to that of my native habitat. The 
light shade offered by trees suits me to 
perfection, and in such a situation my 
foliage develops more intense colouring 
than it would in a sunny location where 
my leaves would be at risk of being 
scorched by summer’s unrelenting heat.

I also demand fertile well-draining 
soil that contains plenty of humus to 
retain moisture and thus ensure that 
my roots remain cool and damp, yet 
never become sodden. In the right 
conditions I’ll quickly grow to a height 
of around 60cm and to a similar width, 
and in cooler climates I’ll grow quite 
contentedly in a container in a sheltered 
or indoor location.

The only attention I require is a 
little tip pruning every now and then to 
prevent me from becoming too straggly, 
and when I know I’m loved I’ll provide a 
glittering blast of colour all year round. 
And with new plants easily propagated 
from stem cuttings, the gardener has 
ensured that I illuminate the landscape 
in many corners of the garden.  



27 The Gardener’s Companions

such a multitude of flowers that the 
short life of each individual bloom goes 
unnoticed. I ultimately reach a height 
of around 50cm and, with the aid of 
suckers and seeds that are dispersed 
by ants, I spread far and wide across 
the garden until, in winter months 
when I’m taking life easy, the gardener 
rips out plants that have become too 
adventurous and that have begun to 
colonise areas that she’s allocated to 
other species. 
 Although my flowers are admired 
by all who see them, I’m a little envious 
of my closest relative, T. subulata ‘Early 
Bird,’ for its golden yellow flowers, 
make mine look comparatively drab.
 In my South American homeland I 
play a valuable role in the creation of 
traditional medicines, and here in the 
author’s garden I provide unquestioned 
health benefits too, for I keep the 
gardener smiling with pleasure as she 
watches my battalions of flowers march 
silently across the landscape.

VERBENA
Verbenaceae family 
Verbena peruviana
Common name: Verbena

I can be a lazy little so-and-so, a bit 
lethargic at times, and a bit reluctant 
to get up and get going as I take life at 
a leisurely pace. I’ll dawdle across the 
ground as a ground cover plant and am 
quite content with my life in the rockery 

of the author’s garden where I never 
stray far from where I was originally 
planted, and I never dream of getting 
myself into trouble. 

I’ll politely accept alternative 
accommodation in a hanging basket 
or other container where I can drape 
myself over the edges and be happy to 
ramble about in my leisurely way.

My preference is for a frost-free 
location in full sun, a spot where I 

can get my roots down into moist, 
well-draining fertile soil, and in such a 
situation I’ll grow to a height of around 
15cm and spread to become a low 
mound around 30cm wide. 

In spring and summer clusters of 
small vivid pink flowers rise above my 

Above top: Turnera subulata 

Above: Verbena Voodoo hybrids
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Top left: Verbena Voodoo hybrid

Top right: Verbena peruviana 
‘Kapow’

Centre and bottom: Verbena 
cultivars

bright green slightly hairy leaves, but 
others of my species produce flowers 
in a diversity of colours, from white to 
red and the deepest of purple. And I 
have to admit that I’m a tad envious of 
some modern cultivars, including the 
Voodoo hybrids that, with their flowers 
in combinations of vivid colours, are 
far better looking than I. 

The gardener encourages me to put 
down roots where my stems stretch 
across the ground, and the new plants 
that are created by this means are dug 
up and relocated to allow my species to 
brighten up other areas of the garden. 

And although I’m often treated as an 
annual species in cooler climates, here, 
in a sub-tropical region, I have a long 
and leisurely life ahead of me.
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ZINGIBER 
Zingiberaceae family 
Zingiber spectabile
Common name: Beehive Ginger

I’m a native of south-east Asia and 
for much of the year, at least in the 
gardener’s opinion, I’m less appealing 
than a wet weekend in a broom 
cupboard, but when summer comes I 
remind her why I’m here. And it’s all 

Top and bottom left, top and 
bottom centre: Zingiber spectabile

Right top and bottom: Zinnia 
augustifolia

because I’m both weird and wonderful.
My primary demand for successful 

cultivation is to be planted in a warm 
frost-free location where my long green 
leaves, on stems that reach a height 
of around 2 metres, are protected 
from direct sunlight by light to full 
shade. And in the shadow of large 
trees, where my roots are ensconced 
in rich, perpetually moist soil that’s 
chocker block with humus and that has 
adequate drainage to ensure that rot 
never sets in, I’m as happy as a flying 
fox in an orchard of ripe mangoes.

In cooler climates, deciduous 
varieties of my species will die down 
during the chilliest months of the year, 
but I’m an evergreen and my tall stems 
stand to attention throughout what 
passes for winter in a sub-tropical 
region.

It’s when summer arrives that I’m 

really appreciated and admired, for it’s 
then that my flowers appear. The first 
indication that something’s happening 
is when conical spikes of copper brown 
bracts, with a plastic texture, begin to 
develop at the base of my forest of tall 
stems. On their own low stems, which 
are merely 30cm high, they’re often 
obscured by the foliage of adjacent 
low-growing plants, but they become 
brighter coloured as they age, and 
eventually turn to orange and red as 
tiny flowers cautiously peer out at the 
world. With their dark red to purple 
petals freckled with cream spots they’re 
definitely more weird than wonderful, 
but it’s the diversity of forms that 
Mother Nature has created that makes 
any garden a place of wonder.
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ZINNIA 
Asteraceae family 
Zinnia augustifolia syn. Zinnia linearis
Common name: Perennial Zinnia

 Anyone who is familiar with my 
larger relatives, the annual zinnias, will 
agree that they’re a welcome addition 
to any garden, but I harbour no envy 
of their justifiable popularity, for one 
glimpse at my flowers proves, beyond 
any doubt, that small can be seductively 
charming too. 
 I’m far from fussy when it comes 
to the conditions that I require to 
flourish, and all I need to put on my 
best performance is a position in full 
sun and that has well-draining soil. I’ll 
tolerate periods of hot and dry weather, 
I’ll survive a light touch of frost, and my 
mates and I have no complaints when 
the gardener plants us in either a mixed 
garden bed or in containers. 
 Growing to a height of around 50cm, 
we flower prolifically from late spring 
right through to autumn with barely 
a day passing when our stems, with 
their small, slightly hairy light green 
leaves, aren’t adorned with flowers that 
are orange, pink, or white. And all the 
effort that’s required to ensure that we 
bloom and survive for year after year is 
to routinely snip off any dead flowers.
 Sometimes, after a few years of 
growth, we might look a little frazzled, 
a little past our prime, and it’s then that 
we know the fate that lies ahead for us. 
The gardener gives us a helping hand in 
our quest for immortality, and gathers 
our ripening seeds to ultimately create 
a new army of our species, but if we’re 
quick, or if she’s a little slow off the 
mark, we let nature take its course and 
fling our seeds to the ground where 
they germinate in less time than it takes 
for an inebriated penguin to waddle 
from one iceberg to another. 
 Our species was first identified in 
Mexico in the 18th century, so we’ve 
been around for a very long time, and 
as both we and the gardener play our 
roles in the creation of new generations 
of plants, we zinnias march on with 
confidence that we will survive for 

Top and bottom: Zinnia 
augustifolia

many years to come.


