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Top and left: Caesalpinia 
pulcherrima

CAESALPINIA
Fabaceae family
Caesalpinia pulcherrima syn. Poinciana 
pulcherrima
Common name: Pride of Barbados, 
Peacock Flower, Dwarf Poinciana

 I’m assumed to be a native of the 
Americas and possibly of the West 
Indies, but I’ve been in cultivation 
in many areas of the world for such a 
long time now that my exact origins 
are impossible to verify. But that hasn’t 
stopped authorities on the Caribbean 
island of Barbados claiming me as one 
of their own and giving me the honour 
of being their national floral emblem.
 I’m a thorny devil and certainly 
not the most glamorous of shrubs 
for much of the year, and being a 
little embarrassed about my less than 
stunning appearance I camouflage 
myself among more elegant members 
of the garden community. 
 I’m an evergreen species in tropical 
regions, but in cold climates where I 
might be subjected to the punishing 
slap of frost I behave like a perennial, 

and although I’ll die down and almost 
disappear in winter, I return in spring 
with renewed vigour and unquenchable 
enthusiasm for life.
 Here, in the author’s garden, I 
simply can’t make up my mind how to 
behave. Sometimes I shed only a few 
of my small fern-like leaves as winter 
arrives. And sometime I toss them 
all aside and expose my naked stems 
that are lined with savage thorns, but 
I make an amazing transformation in 
spring when my stunning orange to 
red flowers appear, and I do my best 
to bloom right through to the last days 
of summer or even the first weeks of 
autumn.
 I’m easy to please in every respect. 
I’m extremely drought tolerant. I’ll 
thrive in either full sun or light shade 
in a location that has poor quality soil, 
providing it has good drainage, and 
I’ll grow quite quickly to a height of 
around 3 metres and a width of around 
2 metres. 
 The gardener can take it as easy as 
an inebriated sloth, at least as far as my 
welfare is concerned, for I demand no 

attention other than to have any dead 
flowers snipped off and to be subjected 
to some light pruning every now 
and then to keep me from looking as 
scrawny and anorexic as a starving stick 
insect.
 New plants can easily be propagated 
from my seeds, and if some of my flat 
pods have escaped the gardener’s eye, 
I’ll toss my seeds as far as I can in the 
hope that, when the conditions are 
right, they’ll germinate and increase the 
population of my species.

CALLIANDRA
Fabaceae family
Calliandra haematocephala
Calliandra tweedii prostrata 
Common name: Fairy Duster, Pompom 
Bush, Powder Puff Bush

We calliandras, which originated 
in tropical and sub-tropical regions of 
South America, are among the most 
valued plants in the author’s garden, 
and that’s not a frivolous statement 
made without any hint of modesty. 
It’s simply a fact, for we are a group 
of plants that are appreciated by more 
than the human visitors to the garden.

We’re evergreen shrubs that range 
from little to large, and we’re valued 
for our ability to survive any drought 
that comes our way and to thrive in the 
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poor quality soils of some parts of the 
garden. We don’t care if we’re subjected 
to sunlight all day long or spend our 
lives in the dappled shade provided by 
tall trees, and although we prefer soil 
with good drainage we never become 
distressed if, after heavy rains, our roots 

are left dabbling in sodden ground. 
When our easy-going nature is 

combined with the fact that we need 
no more attention than a little pruning 
every now and then to keep us in shape, 
it’s easy to see why we’re as popular as 
tomato sauce and burnt snags at an 

Aussie barbecue.
We flower throughout spring 

and summer months, with our fluffy 
spherical flowers with their long 
stamens giving rise to our common 
names of Powder Puff and Fairy Duster. 
And while the gardener appreciates our 
good looks, it’s the less conspicuous 
features of our flowers that appeal to 
the local wildlife. Honeyeaters flutter 
gently among our colourful blooms, 
sipping the sweet nectar that we 
generously provide, but possums are 
less considerate and routinely snap 
our fragile stems as they clamber up 
to dine on  our flowers. Life certainly 
wasn’t meant to be easy, but we take 
the beating in our stride, for it’s Mother 
Nature’s rough attempt at pruning our 
wayward stems, and we know that the 
gardener will eventually arrive to trim 
away the damage wrought by nocturnal 
revellers.

Calliandra ‘Blushing Pixie,’ which 
grows to a height and a width of around 
1.5 metres, repetitively produces 
masses of deep pink flowers. The pink, 
white and red flowering forms of the 

Top and left: Calliandra ‘Blushing 
Pixie’.
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far larger C. haematocephala, are all 
represented in the garden too, and 
although this species reaches a height of 
around 3 metres and can sprawl out to 
a similar width, it comes under regular 
attack from the gardener’s secateurs to 
prevent it from becoming too large and 
unkempt.

And last but definitely not of least 
importance is the baby of our group, 
the diminutive C. tweedii prostrata ‘Red 
Flash’ that, although it grows to a height 
of merely 30cm, spreads to a width of 
2 metres or more. With its vivid red 
flowers its common name of Mexican 
Flame Bush is quite appropriate, and 
it sets the rockery ablaze with colour 
when spring gets under way. 

For we calliandras, tough as we 
are, anything more than a hint of frost 
can prove fatal, but with low growing 
species content to spend their lives 

Clockwise from top left: 
Calliandra tweedii prostrata ‘Red 
Flash’, Callistemon citrinus alba, 
Callistemon ‘Burgundy Jack’, 
Calliandra haematocephala. 

CALLISTEMON 
Myrtaceae family
Callistemon citrinus
Callistemon citrinus alba
Callistemon ‘Burgundy Jack’
Callistemon pearsonii ‘Rocky Rambler’
Callistemon viminalis ‘Little John’
Common name: Bottlebrush

 We callistemons don’t flinch with 
embarrassment when we’re accused of 
being egotists, and why would we, for 
we’re not ashamed to lay claim to that 
label. We’re among the most popular 
and most readily recognised of all 

in containers we’ll call cold climates 
our home too if invited to spend our 
days in a sheltered location, and being 
easily propagated from both seeds and 
cuttings, the gardener’s given us the 
opportunity to proliferate in her corner 
of the world. 
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Australian native plants, and as such 
we’re entitled to have high opinions of 
ourselves. 
 Birds love us almost as much as 
we adore ourselves, and with many 
species of insects, including butterflies, 

also falling prey to our charms, the 
gardener, who has a passion for wildlife 
large and small, considers that we’re the 
bee’s knees too. 
 The approximately 40 members of 
our genus are all endemic to Australia, 

but it was in 1770 that we began our 
adventures as global travellers with 
our first journey beyond our homeland 
being to England as the guests of 
Captain James Cook on his famed ship 
the Endeavour. The botanist Joseph 
Banks had collected specimens of 
Callistemon citrinus from the bushland 
surrounding Botany Bay, and at the end 
of a long and hazardous voyage they 
were planted in England’s Kew Gardens 
and became the first callistemons to be 
grown in cultivation.  
 Today, in recognition of the 
cylindrical shape of our flowers, we’re 
commonly known as ‘bottlebrushes,’ 
and with numerous cultivars, from 
prostrate ground hugging shrubs to 
small trees, we’ve made ourselves at 
home in gardens around the world. 
And although our flowers have earned 
us widespread admiration, it’s our 
tenacious survival skills that have 
guaranteed that, for around 250 years, 
we’ve been garden companions that are 
as popular as an army of jelly babies at a 
kindergarten Christmas party.
 Most of us will tolerate a light 
touch of frost, we’re extremely drought 
tolerant once established, we’ll thrive in 

Clockwise from top left: 
Callistemon citrinus, Callistemon 
pearsonii ‘Rocky Rambler’, 
Callistemon viminalis ‘Little John’.
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poor quality soil and will flourish in a 
location that’s subjected to sunlight all 
day long. And while the majority of us 
require soil with good drainage, others 
are quite content in perpetually damp 
soil that replicates that of the riverbanks 
that are the natural habitat of some of 
our most familiar species.  
 Callistemon citrinus, which is also 
known as Melaleuca citrina, is not only 
one of the most widely grown species 
but is also the parent of many cultivars, 
and both this red flowering species 
and its white flowering variation, C. 
citrinus alba feature prominently in 
the author’s garden. They grow to a 
height of around 3 metres and a width 
of 2 metres, as does ‘Burgundy Jack,’ a 
cultivar that was created by crossing C. 
citrinus ‘Endeavour’ with C. lilacinus 
and that has burgundy red flowers.
 The midget of the neighbourhood is 
C. pearsonii ‘Rocky Rambler,’ a prostrate 
plant that grows to a height of merely 
75cm. It produces vivid red flowers and 
rambles across the ground to a width of 
around 1.5 metres.
 Another little charmer with bright 
red flowers is C. viminalis ‘Little John’ 
that attains a height of around a metre 
and spreads to a similar width. Like his 
larger relatives this popular cultivar can 
survive long periods of dry weather, 
but in the author’s garden he’s never 

thirsty, for in a location at the edge of a 
large pond he’s learnt a trick or two and 
sends his roots sneaking among rocks 
to continually sip at the water. 
 We callistemons are evergreens 
and many of us, with regular pruning, 
can be used to create a hedge. In other 
situations we require nothing more 
than a little trim after flowering, which 
is generally in spring and summer, to 
keep us looking our best. 

Top left: Callistemon citrinus 

Top right: Camellia sasanqua 
‘Yuletide’

CAMELLIA
Theaceae family
Camellia japonica
Camellia sasanqua
Common name: Camellia

When the gardener stops work for a 
well-earned break and a cup of tea she 
gives as much thought to we camellias 
as she does to the concept that aliens 
might one day conquer the earth. We’re 
not offended by her lapse in interest 
however, for her simple act of drinking 
tea reinforces our pride at having one 
of the world’s most commercially 
important plants as a member of our 
genus. It’s the leaves of Camellia sinensis 
that are used to make one of the world’s 
most popular beverages, tea, and that’s 
certainly something to brag about.

Camellias originated in China and 

Japan and, if an ancient Chinese legend 
is to be believed, the first cup of tea was 
created by accident. In 2,737 BC, so the 
story goes, the emperor Shen Nung was 
sitting beneath a camellia tree while his 
servant boiled some water for him to 
drink. A few leaves fluttered down into 
the steaming water, and the emperor, 
with curiosity over-riding caution, 
hesitantly took a sip of the golden 
brown water and tea was born. 

Today around 3 billion tonnes 
of tea are produced annually, and 2 
billion people down a cup of tea every 
morning.

Camellia sinensis is an undeniably 
important plant but with its flowers 
being very small and insignificant it’s 
never been invited to take up residence 
in the author’s garden, but camellias 
certainly haven’t been shunned, and 
those of us that live here are far more 
glamorous and include cultivars of 
both C. japonica and C. sasanqua.

We’re evergreen shrubs with glossy 
dark green leaves, and although it’s 
often assumed that we’re fastidious little 
blighters, that’s certainly not the case if 
we’re treated well. And if we’re planted 
in well draining slightly acid soil that’s 
rich in organic matter and carpeted 
with a deep layer of mulch to keep our 
roots cool and damp, we’ll thrive and, 
during autumn and winter months, 
we’ll produce our glorious flowers that 
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come in a wide range of hues, from 
white and pink through to the deepest 
shade of red,

C. japonica cultivars, some of which 
can become very large, prefer a location 

with light shade and moist soil, and 
the more than 2,000 named cultivars 
that are available, with their leaves 
containing the same compounds as C  
sinensis, are not only attractive in every 
respect but can also be used to make 
tea. 

The only japonica cultivar in the 
author’s garden is ‘Brushfield’s Yellow’, 
which grows to a height of around 3 
metres and produces flowers with pale 
yellow double layers of petals at their 
centre surrounded by stark white petals. 

It’s C. sasanqua cultivars that are 
the genuinely laid back members of 
our community and that, being more 
tolerant of hot and dry conditions than 
japonica camellias, are the predominant 
species here. There’s rarely a hint of 
complaint from those that are growing 
in a location where they receive plenty 
of sunlight yet are shaded during the 
hottest part of the day, or from others 
than wile away the days in the deep 
shade provided by large trees. 

C. sasanqua ‘Something Special’ 
is one of the gardener’s favourites, for 
this shrub, which grows to a height of 
around 3 metres, lives up to its name 
with stunning flowers that are white 
edged with deep pink. 

C. sasanqua ‘Yuletide’ has a special 
place in the gardener’s heart too, for it 
was planted to commemorate the life 
of her mother-in-law. And as a 2 metre 
high shrub cloaked with bright red 
flowers with golden yellow stamens it’s 
a continual reminder of the days before 
Death came knocking at the door of a 
much-loved member of the family.

Several plants that have been 
grown from seed thrive here too, most 
from seeds collected from plants in 
the garden of her author’s father who 
passed away several years ago. And 
while these plants are visual reminders 
of family, they also ensure that the 
plants her father cherished will live on 
for many years to come. 

We camellias are happy to grow in 
containers, and can be encouraged to 
work together as a group to create a 
highly decorative hedge. And all we 
require, whatever situation we’re placed 

Top: Camellia japonica ‘Brushfield’s 
Yellow’

Bottom: Camellia sasanqua 
‘Something Special’
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in, is some tip pruning at the end of 
winter when our flowering season and 
our days of floral glory have come to 
their inevitable conclusion. 

Top: Clerodendrum ugandense

Bottom: Codiaeum variegatum 
‘Excellent’

CLERODENDRUM
Lamiaceae family
Clerodendrum ugandense
Common name: Blue Butterfly Bush

 I’m a little bit embarrassed by my 
unimposing and anorexic form, for 
even when well pruned I’m little more 
than a cluster of thin and spindly stems 
cloaked with small light green leaves. 
For much of the year I’m definitely 
not an eye-catching shrub, but heads 
invariably turn my way in spring when 
my unusual blue flowers make their 
welcome appearance. 
 For several years I was subjected 
to the torture of being in a darkly 
shaded location within the garden, 
and although, with anaemic yellowing 
leaves, I attempted to warn the gardener 
that I was far from happy with my lot in 
life and was as miserable as a jelly baby 
in a baker’s oven she ignored my silent 
pleas for an improvement in my living 
conditions. “You’ll be right mate,” she 
insisted optimistically, and although I 
did my best to please her, I remained 
little more than a feeble specimen. 
 A life-changing event occurred 
one summer’s day, and Fate smiled on 
me when a violent storm destroyed 
the large tree that, for most of my life, 
had drenched me with its unwelcome 
shadow. And when the clouds vanished 
from the sky and the great branches and 
other debris that had toppled across me 
were removed I was confident that I’d 
been transported to paradise.
 Now, continually drenched with 
sunlight, I’ve shaken off my gaunt 
appearance and have become the 
attractive member of the garden 
community that I always knew I was 
destined to become. With fertile, moist, 
and well-draining soil I’ve stretched 
up to a height of around 2 metres 
and spread to a width of 1.5 metres, 
and once my flowering season has 
concluded I appreciate a good trim to 

prevent me from once again becoming 
too straggly and unkempt.
 I’ll tolerate light shade if I must, but 
I certainly don’t like my roots to be left 
dry for too long, and I’ll throw in the 
towel completely if winter lays the icy 
hand of frost on my foliage. But for now, 
in the perfect location, I’ll continue to 
show the gardener what a difference 
sunshine can make.

CODIAEUM
Euphorbiaceae family
Codiaeum variegatum ‘Excellent’
Common name: Croton

 Codiaeum variegatum is not a name 
that rolls off the tongue too easily, so 
it’s no surprise that I’ve been given 
a colloquial name that’s much easier 
to remember. Croton’s my name and 
colour’s my game, and with foliage 
in varied shades of red, green and 
yellow I’ve proved beyond all doubt 
that flowers are not essential to bring 
a blast of colour to the garden. I do 
that job quite admirably and, being an 
evergreen species, I provide a blaze of 
colour all year round with my small and 

inconspicuous flowers hidden by my 
large and glossy leaves.
 For much of the year I grow at 
little more than the speed of a pedal 
car with square wheels. And as a plant 
that prefers moist well-draining soil 
I’ve been far from happy when I’ve 
been neglected and left to cope with 
prolonged periods of dry weather. I’ve 
hung on to life tenaciously however, and 
although, during the worst of droughts, 
I dropped many of my leaves as a final 
survival mechanism, I’ve endured 
Mother Nature’s harsh punishment 
until the welcome day when rain finally 
soaked the soil and washed the choking 
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COMBRETUM
Combretaceae family
Combretum constrictum
Common name: Thailand Powderpuff, 
Ball of Fire

I’m a lazy character. If I’m honest I’m 
as lethargic as a moss-covered boulder, 
and I simply can’t be bothered to grow 
too quickly, so I just hang around doing 
as little as possible, For much of the year 
I appear to be more dead than alive, for 
I’m a deciduous species and during 
my dormant period, when I’m merely 
a jumble of slender naked twigs, the 
gardener passes me by as though I was 
invisible. But when spring approaches 
she pays me a little more attention as 

dust from my remaining leaves. And 
then, with renewed vigour, I burst into 
life quicker than a spider can blink all 
eight of its eyes, and, with minimal 
pruning to ensure that I maintain a 
neat and compact shape, I’ve reached 
my ultimate height of around 2 metres 
and a similar width.
 I require sunlight to produce my 
best and brightest colours, and the 
gardener’s offered me a home where 
fragments of bright sunshine peer 
through the shade of lofty trees. It’s an 
environment that, in many respects, 
replicates that in which my species 
originated - in Malaysia, Indonesia, 
and on some Pacific islands. It’s warm 
and humid here too, and I’m never 
visited by Jack Frost who, if he were to 
come my way, would be accompanied 
by his close mate Death. But in cool 
climates I’ll be content to grow indoors 
or in a container in a sheltered outdoor 
location where I can evade winter’s icy 
touch. 
 Numerous cultivars of my species 
are available, each with its own unique 
and varied foliar hues and patterns, but 
it’s ‘Excellent’ that is the most prominent 
croton in the author’s garden. And 
although its roots, stems and leaves all 
contain poisonous sap that can cause 
skin irritations, it’s proved to be a 
garden companion that’s as welcome as 
a leprechaun in an Irish pub.

she impatiently waits for signs of new 
life and for my first minute green leaf 
buds to appear, 

I’m a native of tropical regions of 
Africa and require a warm frost-free 
location to survive. A spot in full sun 
or with light shade for a few hours of 
the day suits me to perfection, and I 
appreciate fertile well-draining soil if 
I’m to be encouraged to dawdle through 
life and produce the spectacular flame 
red globular flowers that are my most 
outstanding feature and that guarantee 
that, during my summer flowering 
season, I’m impossible to ignore.

Although I’m surprisingly tolerant 
of prolonged periods of dry weather, 
moist soil encourages me to shrug off 
my slothful attitude, but I’ll survive 
with no water other than that provided 
by Mother Nature during the dormant 
phase of my existence. 

I’ll ultimately reach a height of 
around 3 metres and a width of 2 
metres, and with a little tip pruning 
every now and then I respond with 
new growth that, at least until winter 
returns, gives me the appearance of 
something far more appealing than a 
weathered broomstick.

Above: Combretum constrictum

EUPHORBIA
Euphorbiaceae family
Euphorbia pulcherrima 
Common name: Poinsettia, Christmas 
Star

We poinsettias have graced the 
world with our beauty for many years. 
The indigenous people of Mexico, the 
country of our origin, valued us for 
the red dye that could be produced 
from our impressive flowers and for 
our sap that was a key ingredient in 
herbal medicines. In the 17th century, 
with many ancient Mexican customs 
supplanted by those of Christianity, 
our vivid red blooms were used as 
decorations for the celebration of 
Christmas, and with this tradition 
having spread to many regions of the 
world we’re now a species that’s as 
familiar as whale meat at an Inuit feast.

Our common name honours 
Joel Poinsett who, in 1825, during 
his tenure as the US ambassador to 
Mexico, brought several of our species 
to the USA, and it wasn’t long before 
poinsettias were widely grown and 
admired, not for our flowers but for 
the large and vivid red modified leaves, 
known as bracts, that surround our 
minute and insignificant yellow flowers.

Red is still the dominant colour 
of our species, but today more than 
100 cultivars are available with 
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bracts in a range of other colours and 
combinations of colours, from white 
and cream to pink and orange.

 Being deciduous shrubs we’re 
far from attractive during the coolest 
months of the year, but when spring 
arrives and we produce the first of 
our large green leaves the gardener’s 
relieved to know that we’ve survived 
our dormancy and impatiently nags at 
us to get a move on and add a splash 
of colour to the landscape. And the two 

cultivars that thrive here, ‘Ice Punch,’ 
with patches of white daubed on its 
vivid red bracts and ‘Marble,’ which 
has pink and cream patterned bracts, 
eventually accede to her demands.

 Both reach a height of around 
2 metres, far less than the 4 metres 
attained by some more vigorous 
cultivars, but all of us have similar 
requirements for successful cultivation. 
We demand fertile well-draining soil 
that’s moist but never excessively wet, 

and a frost-free location with ample 
sunlight to ensure that our bracts attain 
their most vibrant colours.

In cool climates we’ll have no 
complaints about being asked to grow 
in a container in a sheltered or indoor 
location, but wherever we grow we must 
be treated with caution, for our sap can 
cause skin irritations, and while no 
one foolhardy enough to nibble on our 
leaves or bracts will die, the diarrhoea 
and vomiting that may result from such 
an action will be a good reminder that 
every garden has its hidden dangers.

Top: Clerodendrum ugandense

Bottom: Codiaeum variegatum 
‘Excellent’

GALPHIMIA 
Malpighiaceae family
Galphimia gracilis
Common name: Shower of Gold

 Birds and other wildlife pass me by 
without a second glance for I’ve got 
no tasty flowers or foliage, and even 
hungry caterpillars and grasshoppers 
ignore me. I get a bit lonely at times, 
for I’m growing in an obscure corner 
of the garden, and when the gardener 
wanders my way I have no chance of 
catching her attention, at least not until 
summer. Then I silently shout, “Look 
at me! Look at me!” and she’s almost 
speechless with wonder not only at 
my vivid golden yellow flowers, but 
also at the fact that I’m the only one of 
my species in the garden. Every year I 
send her a telepathic message pleading 
with her and hoping that, when my 
flowers have died, she’ll gather some 
of my seeds, or perhaps prune me 
and take some cuttings to increase 
my population, for I’m too good to 
be ignored for too long, She’s finally 
acknowledged my pleas and now, with 
containers crammed with hordes of 
tiny plants that emerged from the seeds 
that were sown not long ago, I can look 
forward to sharing the garden with my 
offspring. 
It’s hard to comprehend why I’ve been 
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ignored for so many years, for as an 
evergreen species I’m not only attractive 
all year round, but I’m also extremely 
well-behaved in every respect, and I’m 
certainly not fastidious in my demands.
 I’ll flourish in poor quality soil, 
providing it has adequate drainage to 
ensure that I’m not left standing in mud 
for days on end. I appreciate plenty 
of sunshine, but I’ll also grow in the 
dappled shade provided by large trees. 
And I’m extremely drought tolerant 
and able to survive with nothing more 
than the rain that falls from the sky 
with no hint of my leaves wilting.
 I reach a height of 1.5 metres and 
spread to a width of about a metre 
and require only minimal pruning to 
maintain a neat and compact shape, And 
every summer, when swathes of conical 
spikes of small bright yellow flowers 
rise above my cloak of green leaves 
I’m proud of who I am, and I remind 
the gardener that I’m as important a 
member of the garden community as 
the large trees that kindly offer me a 
hint of shade.

Top and left: Galphimia gracilis

GARDENIA
Rubiaceae family
Gardenia jasminoides ‘Grandiflora Star’ 
syn. Gardenia augusta 
Common name: Gardenia

I’m an easy going character and 
not one to complain about the fact 
that I’ll never become one of the most 
prominent members of the garden 
community for I reach a height and 
width of merely a metre. And for much 
of the year, camouflaged among swathes 
of other plants with equally dark green 
foliage, I’m as invisible as a single grain 
of rice in a sugar bowl. 

I’ve got no reason to whinge about 
my location either, for it suits me to 
perfection. Moist, fertile, humus-rich, 
well-draining and slightly acidic soil in 
the dappled shade of tall trees and in 
an area that’s never subjected to the icy 
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hand of frost -  what else could a shallow 
rooted plant such as myself require?  

I’d cope quite well in full sun and 
would tolerate cold temperatures if 
planted in such a situation. I’ll survive 
relatively long periods of dry weather, 
and I’d be quite content to grow in a 
container if that’s what’s required of 
me, for I’m one of the garden’s most 
undemanding plants.

I’m an evergreen species and 
although I look neat and tidy all year 
round it’s in spring and summer when 
I look my best, and while my white 
flowers are conspicuous against my 
mantle of dark green glossy leaves, 
it’s their sweet perfume that alerts the 
gardener to the fact that I’m blooming 
once again. 

Clockwise from top left: Gardenia 
jasminoides ‘Grandiflora Star’, 
Grevillea ‘Firedrops’, Grevillea 
‘Elegance’, Grevillea ‘Peaches and 
Cream’.

GREVILLEA
Proteaceae family
Common name: Grevillea

 We grevilleas are Australian natives 
that were born and bred in a country 
renowned for its harsh environmental 
and climatic conditions, and we’re 

tough enough to survive whatever 
Mother Nature inflicts upon us. We’re 
evergreen species, and most of us will 
thrive not only in the hottest and driest 
of Australian summers, but also in 
seasons that are cold and wet, for we’re 
among the greatest of survivors. 
 Modern horticultural techniques 

have captured our best characteristics 
to create countless cultivars that, if 
given the right conditions, are resilient 
and drought tolerant. And although 
most of us will cope with a light and 
icy touch of winter, some will have no 
complaints at all if occasionally slapped 
with the heavy hand of frost.
 Soil with good drainage and a 
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location with either full sun or very 
light shade ensure that we’re as happy 
as a swarm of wasps in a jam factory 
and will do exactly what’s expected of 
us. We’re here primarily to produce 
an abundance of flowers, and with the 
many species and the varied cultivars 
that thrive in the author’s garden 
flowering in spring, in summer, and in 
some cases throughout the year, we’ve 
met our obligations. And when birds 
arrive and contentedly sip the copious 
nectar that our hordes of blooms 
produce, the gardener’s as happy as 
a teenage nerd with the latest hi-tech 
gadget. 
 Grevillea banksii, which thrives in 
the wild in woodlands that are only a few 
kilometres south of the author’s garden, 
is the proud parent of many of the most 
popular cultivars and, being easily 
grown from seed, features prominently 
in the garden. It produces vivid red 
flowers in spring and summer, with the 
white form G. banksii alba being one of 
its closest neighbours. And although, 
if left to do its own thing, it becomes a 
relatively spindly shrub that grows to a 
height of around 3 metres and a width 
of 2 metres, all that’s required to keep 
it more compact is a little tip pruning 
after flowering.

Clockwise from top left: Grevilleas 
‘Coastal Dawn’, ‘Strawberry 
Sundae’, ‘Sunset Bronze’, ‘Peaches 
and Cream’.
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  Grevillea ‘Coastal Dawn,’ with its 
reddish orange flowers, grows to a 
height of around 3 metres and a width 
of 1.5 metres. ‘Dorothy Gordon,’ which 
grows to a similar size is an unusual 
cultivar as far as grevilleas go, for her 
flowers are an attractive shade of mauve. 
Then there’s ‘Elegance,’ a plant that was 
created by crossing G. longistyla with 
G. johnsonii, and although its bright 
pink to red flowers are not as large 
and imposing as those of many other 
cultivars, it bears a profusion of blooms 
that make it worthy of inclusion in any 
garden. It’s a fast growing cultivar that 
reaches a height of more than 3 metres 
and a similar width, but it too tends 
to become very spindly if not pruned 
when its flowering season has reached 
its conclusion.
  When it comes to being the best 

Clockwise from top left: Grevilleas 
‘Elegance’, ‘Lady O’, ‘Firesprite’, 
‘Pink Surprise’, ‘Dorothy Gordon’.
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Grevilleas: Top left: ‘Flamingo’
Top right: ‘Peaches and Cream’.
Centre left: ‘Sylvia’.
Centre right: ‘Molly’.
Bottom left: Grevillea banksii alba
Bottom centre: Grevillea banksii
Bottom right: ‘Red Sunset’.

of the bunch ‘Firedrops,’ with its large 
deep pink to red flowers, can justifiably 
claim the prize, and although it grows 
to little more than a metre in height it 
eventually sprawls to a width of around 
3 metres. 
  ‘Firesprite,’ a cultivar bred from 
G. venusta and G. longistyla, has small 

red to orange flowers and reaches a 
height of around 4 metres and a width 
of 3 metres. ‘Flamingo,’ which grows 
to a height of around 3 metres and a 
width of 2 metres, produces a mass of 
large vivid pink flowers several times a 
year.  ‘Golden Lyre,’ with its large bright 
yellow flowers, needs plenty of room 



15 The Gardener’s Companions

to move, for it’s a sprawling shrub that 
reaches a height of merely a metre or so 
yet will spread to a width of around 3 
metres, while ‘Honey Barbara,’ which 
bears vivid orange flowers, grows to a 
height and width of around 3 metres.
  ‘Lady O’ is happy in a small garden 
bed, for she attains a height of  merely 
1.5 metres and a width of little more 
than a metre, and what her small vivid 
red blooms lack in size they make up 
for in quantity.
 With her large cream flowers that 
gradually change to deep pink ‘Loopy 
Lou’ is one of the best of us all, but 
neither she nor the red to pink flowered 
‘Molly,’ both of which are low growing 
cultivars that reach a height of around 
a metre and a similar width, attempt to 
dominate the garden landscape. And 
none of us can ignore ‘Peaches and 
Cream’ that likes to brag that it’s the 
gardener’s pet, for throughout the year 
it’s adorned with large cream flowers 
that gradually turn to deep pink.
 There’s no prize for guessing the 
colour of the flowers of ‘Pink Surprise,’ 
but the surprise is that they come with a 
touch of white that makes this cultivar, 
which grows to a height of around 4 
metres and a width of around 3 metres, 
a stunning sight when in bloom. ‘Red 
Sunset,’ which grows to a height of 
around a metre and a similar width, 
bears small red to orange flowers. The 
slightly larger ‘Strawberry Sundae’ has 
large dark pink to red flowers, and 
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Above: Grewia occidentalis
Opposite page - Grevilleas
Top left: ‘Honey Barbara’
Centre left: Grevillea longistyla
Bottom left: ‘Pink Surprise’.
Bottom right: Grevillea venusta

‘Sylvia,’ which bears large vivid pink 
flowers, is a taller cultivar that reaches 
a height of around 3 metres and a width 
of around 2 metres, as does ‘Sunset 
Bronze,’ which has stunning burnt 
orange flowers. 
 Grevillea longistyla, which grows, 
in the wild, on sandstone ridges of 
the Great Dividing Range in Central 
Queensland, is a notoriously spindly 
shrub that grows to a height of around 
3 metres and a width of 2 metres and 
that produces a profusion of deep pink 
to red flowers. 
 And last but not least is Grevillea 
venusta. With its open and straggly 
habit it’s not the most glamorous of 
shrubs, and its small orange flowers are 
far from impressive, but the birds that 
visit the garden have no complaints and 
consider it’s many blooms to be just as 
appealing as the larger flowers borne 
by the great diversity of other grevilleas 
that call the garden home. 

GREWIA
Malvaceae family
Grewia occidentales
Common name: Crossberry

 I’m often sad, a little bit down in 
the dumps, and it wouldn’t take much 
to tip me over the edge into the pit 
of despair, for I’m routinely ignored, 
even occasionally despised, and I can’t 
understand why. I have all the attributes 
that should make a plant popular, yet, 
sob, sob, the gardener doesn’t love me 
at all.
 I’ll thrive in poor quality soil in 
either full sun or light shade, I’ll tolerate 
a light frost, and I’m so  drought tolerant 
that I haven’t demanded a drop of water, 
other than what Mother Nature has 
erratically provided, since I was planted 
in the garden many years ago when I 
was little more than a twig.

 The problem, it appears, is that 
even in harsh conditions I simply grow 
too quickly, so quickly in fact that I’m 
continually in need of pruning, and 
when the gardener cuts me back for the 
umpteenth time in a year she threatens 
to eradicate me if I don’t reduce my pace 
of growth. I’m sure she doesn’t want me 
to become as lethargic as a moulting 
tiger in a taxidermist’s workshop, but 
she certainly doesn’t appreciate the 
fact that my stems, with their sparse 
covering of small green leaves, grow 
at a speed rivalling that of a ferret on 
steroids as it rushes down a rabbit’s 
warren. 
 When masses of my small mauve 
star-shaped flowers appear I’m given 
a temporary reprieve from what had 
seemed to be my imminent destruction. 
“I’ll get rid of you when you’ve finished 
flowering,” the gardener threatens, but 
I’m still here and have become oblivious 
to her repetitive threats of annihilation, 
and I’ve become increasingly rebellious.
No matter how hard she tries to 
encourage me to concede to her 
demands I refuse to conform and 
grow in the compact bushy shape that 
she believes is most appropriate in my 
situation. That’s simply not me. I’m a 

species of African origin, a scrawny 
scrambling shrub that reaches a height 
of around 4 metres and that thrives 
in well-drained soils on the margins 
of forests, on coastal dunes, and in 
grasslands.
 In my homeland I’m appreciated 
for my less than obvious virtues, with 
my roots and bark used in traditional 
medicines, and it’s claimed that my 
bark, when powdered and used as the 
basis of a shampoo, can prevent hair 
from turning grey. The gardener has 
never experimented with this option. 
She’s never tasted the tiny edible berries 
that follow the demise of my flowers, 
and she’s never attempted to propagate 
new plants of my species from my 
seeds that are said to have an improved 
chance of gemination after having been 
eaten by and passed through the gut of 
a monkey or a baboon.
 Fortunately, when no such harsh 
treatment is available, my seeds will still 
germinate, and I live in hope that the 
gardener will one day see my value and 
propagate a few more of my species, 
thus ensuring that she and her secateurs 
rarely have time to take life easy.
rarely have time to take life easy.


