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JUSTICIA
Acanthaceae family
Justicia brandegeeana syn. Beloperone 
guttata
Common name: Shrimp Plant

Justicia brasiliana syn. Justicia nodosa, 
Dianthera nodosa
Common name: Pretty In Pink

Justicia carnea
Common name:Brazilian Plume Flower

Justicia spicigera
Common name: Mexican Honeysuckle

Justicia brandegeeana. I’m one of 
the gardener’s favourite plants, and 
although there are plenty of reasons 
why she loves me, it’s primarily because 
I’m invincible, immortal in fact. Firstly, 
I’m very tolerant of hot and dry weather 
and survive the worst of drought with 
minimal attention. Secondly, I flower 
every day of the year, except for brief 
periods after I’ve been pruned to keep 
my spindly stems from becoming 
too straggly, but even with the most 
savage short back and sides I return to 
flowering mode in little more time than 
it takes for a honeyeater to flutter from 
one of my flowers to another.

My small white and relatively 
inconspicuous flowers are surrounded 
by prominent red to orange bracts that 
rise above my light green foliage, and 
I’ll bloom in full sun and in light shade, 
and will even put on a reasonable show 
in areas that are barely touched by the 
sun’s rays. 

I prefer well-drained soil, and I’m 
quite content to grow in sandy soil 
that’s low in nutrients. One of the 
garden’s tough guys, that’s me, and I’m 
never alone, for I toss my seeds around 
and pop up in unexpected places. And 
with a guarantee of flowers almost 
all year round, flowers that attract 
several species of birds that probe my 
flowers for the nectar they contain, the 
gardener’s let me have free rein to go 
wherever I want. 

I’m a native of Central America and 
Mexico, and in a warm frost free location 

Opposite page: Justicia 
brandegeeana

Above top: Justicia brandegeeana 
lutea

Bottom left: Justicia carnea

Bottom right: Justicia carnea alba

I’ll rapidly reach a height of around 
a metre. And whenever a tough and 
resilient plant is required, the gardener 
simply digs out and transplants one of 
my rooted suckers and in no time at 
all I’m as happy in another additional 
section of the garden as a caterpillar in 
a tossed salad. 

My closest relative J. brandegeeana 
lutea is identical in almost every 
respect, but has lemon yellow bracts 
surrounding its flowers, is less prone 
to creating self-sown offspring, and 
even in its ripe old age is a considerably 
smaller plant.

Other members of my genus 
with which I share the garden are 
dramatically different to me in both 
their cultivation requirements and 
physical characteristics. And I’m puffed 
up with a sense of superiority whenever 
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I think of Justicia carnea with its pink 
flowers and the white flowered J. carnea 
alba. They might have the most stunning 
of flowers, but they are complete wimps 
that threaten to die if the soil in which 
they‘re growing is not continually 
moist. They flower only for a relatively 
brief period in summer, and as for 
setting out to population the garden 
with a multitude of their offspring as I 
do, well they simply haven’t got a clue. 
They rarely set a single seed, so must be 
propagated by cuttings. And being the 

cowardly characters that they are, they 
probably wince in anticipation of a snip 
when the gardener’s in the vicinity with 
her secateurs or other instruments of 
torture at the ready. 

Justicia nodosa ‘Pretty In Pink’, on 
the other hand, is a courageous small 
shrub that’s far tougher than it might 
appear from an initial glance. It requires 
well-draining fertile soil to thrive, but 
will tolerate prolonged periods of hot 
and dry weather, and although it will 
grow in a location where it’s drenched 

Left: Justicia brandegeeana lutea 

Above top:Justicia brandegeeana

Above centre and bottom:  Justicia 
nodosa
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with sunlight all day long, it copes 
better in a lightly shaded area where the 
mid-summer sun won’t scorch its lush 
vivid green leaves.

It grows to a height and a width of 
around a metre, but tends to become 
rather spindly if not pruned back hard 
every now and then. And when it’s 
encouraged to maintain a compact and 
bushy shape and is covered with flowers 
it’s colloquial name ‘Pretty In Pink’ is 
most appropriate. Its tiny white flowers, 
which appear in summer, are concealed 
among vivid pink bracts, and what its 
flowers lack in size they make up for in 
number.

When it comes to small flowers 
Justicia spicigera is the leader of the 
pack. Despite the fact that it reaches a 
height of 1.5 to 2 metres it fails to stand 
out from the crowd of other plants in 
its lightly shaded corner of the garden, 
but that all changes when, in summer, 
it decides that the time has arrived to 
show what it can do.

It’s a shrub that’s native to Mexico 
and Central America where its 
main claim to fame is that it attracts 
hummingbirds that can access the 
nectar secreted within the small vivid 

orange tubular flowers that provide 
a vibrant contrast to its bright green 
foliage. No hummingbirds flutter 
among the vegetation in the author’s 
garden, but the shrub that’s commonly 
known as ‘Mexican Honeysuckle’ and 
‘Firecracker Bush’ brings a fragment of 
the beauty of another land of natural 
wonders to this Australian garden.

LAGERSTROEMIA
Lythraceae family
Lagerstroemia indica
L. fauriei x indica ‘Coral Magic’
Common name: Crepe Myrtle, Pride of 
India

 We lagerstroemias have split 
personalities. Sometimes we’re well-
behaved and glamorous, but as winter 
approaches we revert to our less 
endearing ways when, as deciduous 
species, we’re nothing more than an 
uninspiring mass of naked trunks 
and branches. We tease the gardener, 
keeping her waiting in nail-biting 
anticipation, for although she’s 
confident that, beneath our comatose 
exterior, there’s still sap flowing to 

keep us alive, there’s always a gnawing 
concern that, for some reason, we might 
not have survived our dormant period. 
Then, when we’ve tormented her for 
long enough and as spring arrives, we 
awaken from our long doze and new 
green leaves that are tinged with red 
make their cautious appearance. 
 We are unquestionably the most 

Top left: Justicia spicigera

Above right: Lagerstroemia indica
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undemanding of shrubs. We’ll grow 
in poor quality soil, providing it has 
reasonably good drainage. We’ll thrive 
in either full sun or light shade and, 
once well established, we’re extremely 
drought tolerant. We’ll survive the 
worst of cold winter weather too, for 
by the time Jack Frost comes calling 
we’ve tossed aside our leaves and are 
unconcerned by his fleeting and erratic 
visits.
 When summer arrives we cloak 
ourselves with large clusters of flowers, 

from white to varying shades of pink 
and the deepest of mauves, that weight 
our stems down, and while the largest of 
us grow rapidly to a height of 3 metres 
or more in an attempt to masquerade 
as small trees, the dwarf cultivars that 
share the garden are content with their 
status as shrubs that are little more than 
a metre in height. 
 The majority of us that inhabit the 
garden are varieties of Lagerstroemia 
indica, some of which the gardener has 
cared for since we were tiny and fragile 

Clockwise from top left: 
Lagerstroemia fauriei x indica 
‘Coral Magic,’ L. indica, 
Leptospermum ‘Tickled Pink’, 
Lagerstroemia indica

seedlings that peered cautiously from 
the damp soil in which she had sown 
some seeds, but the one conspicuous 
exception is L. fauriei x indica ‘Coral 
Magic,’ a cultivar that grows to a height 
of around 2 metres and that, with its 
stunning vivid red flowers and dark red 
leaves, has supplanted the rest of us as 
the gardener’s favourite member of our 
genus. 
 In autumn, with our flowers long 
gone, those of us that have green leaves 
provide another colourful display as 
our foliage takes on a reddish hue, 
and then like all deciduous species, 
we discard our leaves, and while we’re 
dozing once again the gardener cuts us 
back savagely and abruptly curtails the 
dreams of those of us that once aspired 
to become as lofty as the trees that are 
our neighbours. 
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LEPTOSPERMUM
Myrtaceae family
Leptospermum 'Tickled Pink'
Leptospermum ‘Alicia Rose’
Common name: Tea Tree

Leptospermum is a genus of 
around 83 species, with all but three 
of us being proud to call Australia 
our homeland. We’ve been popular 
since the earliest days of European 
settlement when pioneers, thirsty for 
a cuppa, discovered that the leaves of 
some of our species, when soaked in 
hot water, made a palatable brew, and 
‘Tea Tree’ was the less than imaginative 
nickname with which they christened 
us.

Two cultivars of our species have 
been welcomed into the author’s 
garden and, like our wild relatives, 
we’re shy and reclusive plants for 
much of the year, and with our small 
green leaves we remain inconspicuous 
among the mayhem of more brash and 
extroverted shrubs. 

We thrive in moist fertile soil that 
has the excellent drainage we require 
for our survival, and we appreciate the 
thick layer of mulch that keeps our 
roots cool and damp. We’re as happy 
as vampires in a blood bank in our 
frost-free location where we receive 
sunlight all day long, but would be 
content in partial shade too, although 
we’d flower less prolifically, and it’s our 
flowers, which appear in late winter 
and spring, that are the only reason 
we’ve been invited to spend our lives as 
the gardener’s companions. 

‘Alicia Rose,’ one of the Aussie 
Blossom series of hybrid Tea Trees, 
grows to a height of around a metre, 
and has masses of pink flowers with 
green centres, while ‘Tickled Pink,’ 
a cultivar bred from Leptospermum 
polygalifolium ‘Cardwell’ and L. 
‘Rhiannon,’ reaches a height of around 
2 metres and has deep pink flowers 

Top left: Leptospermum ‘Alicia 
Rose’

Bottom left: Leptospermum ‘Tickled 
Pink’
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with green centres.
If left uncared for we’ll revert to 

our wild ways and become unkempt 
and straggly plants, but with a little 
attention and some subtle pruning at 
the conclusion of the flowering season 
we both produce the abundance of 
flowers that make us worthy of the 
gardener’s continuing affection.

Above: Loropetalum chinensis 
rubrum ‘China Pink’

LOROPETALUM
Hamamelidaceae family
Loropetalum chinensis
Common name: Chinese Fringe Flower

 I’m Loropetalum chinensis rubrum 
‘China Pink’, and when the gardener 
first brought me home to meet her 
diverse community of plants she saw 
me as an interesting but not particularly 
outstanding shrub. Since then she’s 
come to love me, and I expect her 
adulation when I put on a prolonged 
and colourful display of vivid pink 
shaggy flowers that almost hide my 
foliage from sight, but I’m at my wits 
end to comprehend why I remain the 
only one of my species in the garden. 
 With several plants established close 
together I’d make a glorious hedge, but 
she’s never given me the opportunity to 
show what I can do in that respect. And 
although there are other Loropetalum 
cultivars that are almost as good 
looking as I, she’s never invited them to 
join me here.
 I’m a genuinely easy-going character, 
and although my species originated 
in China I’ll tolerate a wide range of 
climatic conditions, and when winter 
arrives I nonchalantly shrug off any 
fleeting concerns about the imminent 
arrival of frost with no more fears of its 
consequences than a barnacle may have 
when awaiting the arrival of ocean waves 
that drench its rocky habitat. I prefer 
fertile and slightly acidic soil that has 
good drainage, and although I’ll thrive 
in a location that’s in dense or dappled 
shade, I’ll flower more profusely, in 
spring and summer, when illuminated 
by the sun for hour after hour. And 
when the searing heat of summer 

arrives I tough it out and, although I 
won’t complain if offered some thirst-
quenching water, I’ll survive without a 
drop if none is forthcoming from either 
the skies or the garden hose. 
 I’m an evergreen species, but the 
emphasis, in my case, is certainly not 
on green, for while my leaves, in their 
early days, are a drab shade of green, 
they become burgundy red as they 
mature. 
 When my flowering season has 
concluded, the gardener comes snip, 
snip, snipping with her secateurs to 
nag me into maintaining a neat and 
compact form, to ensure that I’ll 

produce an abundance of flowers in the 
future, and to guarantee that I never 
reach my maximum height and width 
of around 2 metres.
 And as she prunes I pray that she 
heeds my whispered dream and that 
she will use the stems that she has 
snipped away to propagate more of 
my species and ultimately spread my 
species throughout the garden.
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MALPIGHIA
Malpighiaceae family
Malpighia coccigera
Common name: Singapore Holly

I’m not sure who christened me with 
the colloquial name of Singapore Holly, 
but they’ve sown the seeds of some 
confusion, for my species is native to 
the West Indies. 

I’m a prickly character and I have to 
say that there’s not a single day when I’m 
unattractive. For much of the year it’s 
my vivid green glossy leaves with their 
spiny edges that make me a handsome 
evergreen shrub. And although I’m 
tucked away in a secluded section of 
the garden I never go unnoticed for 
very long, and in spring and summer 
I attract attention as the sweet perfume 
that wafts from my masses of small 
white flowers fills the air. 

My multitude of delicate blooms, 
which appear in spring and summer 
and last for a considerable period 
of time, are often so dense that they 
almost hide my foliage. They attract a 
wide range of insects, including bees 
that know a good thing when they see 
it and that don’t subscribe to the theory 
that there’s no such thing as a free 
lunch. And the small edible red berries 
that follow my flowers mean there are 
tasty snacks on offer for the garden’s 
birds too.  

The name of my genus honours the 
17th century Italian naturalist Marcello 

Malpighia and he’d have been proud 
to see how well I’ve adapted to life in 
Australia, a land that was unknown 
to the Europeans of his era. All I need 
to thrive is a frost-free location with 
well-draining soil that’s in either partial 
shade or full sun, and once established 
I’ll survive the most punishing of 
droughts with no hint of wilted leaves 
or other signs of distress.

I can reach a height of around 1.5 
metres and a width of approximately a 
metre and need only minimal pruning 
every now and then to enable me to 
look my best day in and day out. And 
being easy to propagate from cuttings 
the gardener has ensured that hordes of 
my species proudly stand to attention 
in every corner of the garden. Above and left: Malpighia coccigera

MEGASKEPASMA
Acanthaceae family
Megaskepasma erythroclamys
Common name: Brazilian Red Cloak

 I have no hesitation in admitting 
that I’m an impostor, for despite my 
common name of Brazilian Red Cloak 
my ancestors are natives of Venezuela. 
And that’s not the only deception 
associated with my species. The tall 
spikes of deep red flowers that appear 
in autumn and winter and that rise 
above my large light green leaves are 
impostors too, for they are merely 
bracts that surround my small and less 
conspicuous tubular white flowers, but 
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Above and left: Megaskepasma 
erythroclamys

honeyeaters that appreciate the nectar I 
provide know the difference and know 
exactly where to search for the nectar 
that I offer. 
 I expect something in return for my 
generosity in providing food for the 
birds and I demand the best spot in the 
garden, one with rich soil that contains 
plenty of organic humus, that’s kept 

continually moist, that has excellent 
drainage, and that’s carpeted with a 
thick layer of mulch to ensure that 
my roots remain perpetually cool and 
damp. The gardener’s kindly planted 
me in a frost-free location where I’m 
sheltered from strong winds that would 
damage my fragile stems, and where 
there’s adequate shade to protect my 

leaves from the full blast of the summer 
sun. I’ll thrive in deep shade too, but 
what I dread is the thought of my roots 
becoming too dry, so dry that my leaves 
will turn yellow and wilt and make 
it obvious even to someone with the 
intellect of a greasy dish sponge that I’m 
far from happy. 
 I’m grateful to the gardener for 
giving me the perfect home in the 
shade of taller trees and shrubs, and I’ve 
rewarded her by growing to a height 
and a width of around 3 metres and 
producing masses of flowers, but when 
my display of elegance has come to its 
conclusion she routinely gives me the 
snip, often quite savagely, to ensure that, 
after the summer’s vigorous growth, I 
have no chance of becoming a tall and 
spindly shrub. 
 Nothing’s wasted in this organic 
garden where discarded plant material 
is shredded to be used as mulch or 
added to the compost bin, and some of 
the pruned fragments of my stems are 
used to create new plants to ensure that 
I’m not alone in the idyllic environment 
that I’m happy to call home.
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MELALEUCA
Myrtaceae family
Melaleuca thymifolia
Common name: Thyme-leaf Honey 
Myrtle

I was never arrogant enough to 
assume that I could worm my way 
into the gardener’s affections with my 
appearance alone, as for much of the 
year, dressed in nothing more than a 
cloak of tiny light green leaves, I appear 
almost as drab and unappealing as 
the décor of a wombat’s subterranean 
burrow. But she’s learnt to love me 

as she’s gradually discovered my 
most attractive and most endearing 
characteristics.

I’m an Australian native species that’s 
found, in the wild, in Queensland and 
New South Wales, and it’s my incredible 
resilience that’s one of my most valued 
attributes. I had no qualms about 
making myself at home in the author’s 
garden, for the location she offered me 
had all the important characteristics 
of my natural habitat, including well 
drained soil and dappled shade. And 
although I’ll tolerate poor quality soil, 
will thrive in full sun, and am extremely 

Top left: Melaleuca thymifolia

Bottom left: Melaleuca thymifolia 
‘White Lace’.

drought tolerant once well established, 
I appreciate the touch of comfort that 
moist soil and a little shade provides. 
I’ll even accept excessively wet soil and 
have no complaints if frost makes its 
presence felt during the midst of winter.

When summer arrives clusters 
of vivid purple fluffy flowers appear 
among my foliage, and with my 
neighbours including M. thymifolia 
‘Cotton Candy,’ which has pink flowers, 
and the white flowered cultivar ‘White 
Lace’, I’m in attractive company here in 
the author’s garden.

We’ll all grow to a height of around 
a metre, all have identical cultivation 
requirements, have leaves that, when 
crushed, emit a subtle aroma, and 
demand little attention other than some 
light pruning once in a while.

Melaleuca, the name of our genus, 
was derived from the Greek words 
‘melas’, meaning black and ‘leukos’ 
meaning white, and the logic behind 
our name is believed to stem from the 
fact that melaleucas, in their native 
habitat, frequently have white branches 
stretching from trunks that have been 
blackened by fire.  And it’s as clear as 
black and white that I, M. thymifolia, 
although of a lesser stature than many 
of my more imposing relatives, am a 
much-loved member of the garden 
community. 

MURRAYA
Rutaceae family
Murraya paniculata 
Common name: Rain Bush, Mock 
Orange

 I can honestly brag that I possess 
every feature that’s most admirable in a 
shrub. I’m drought tolerant, evergreen, 
attractive, fast growing in a frost-free 
environment, and will thrive in poor 
quality soil in either full sun or shade. 
How’s that for a start? At various times 
of the year, whenever it takes my fancy, 
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Top left: Melaleuca thymifolia

MUSSAENDA
Rubiaceae family
Mussaenda philippica 
Common name: Bangkok Rose

We mussaendas like to keep the 
gardener guessing, and we achieve that 
aim every year. During winter and early 
spring we’re nothing but uninteresting 
leafless clusters of twigs, and there’s no 
knowing if we’re dead or alive. But when 
spring is well under way and summer 
hints that it’s just around the corner, the 
excitement mounts, and finally, with a 
sigh of relief, the gardener spots minute 
specks of green on every twig as we 
reveal that new life is about to emerge.

And in no time at all, when we’ve 
teased her for a little while longer, 
we each present our final pleasant 
surprise, and produce our large sepals, 
the modified and colourful leaves 

I cover myself with small white flowers 
that fill the air with their sweet perfume, 
and as swarms of bees discover my 
irresistible blooms, the garden buzzes 
with activity. 
 My flowers are followed by a 
profusion of small red berries that 
attract the attention of birds that are 
always on the lookout for a free meal. 
And if one of my species isn’t enough, 
I’ll take care of that too, for my seeds 
readily germinate wherever they fall 
or are dropped by birds, so one shrub 

soon becomes many, although I have to 
admit that my attempts to populate the 
garden aren’t always welcome, and the 
ever-vigilant gardener, with a mumbled 
but insincere apology, rips up seedlings 
that are not where she’d like them to be. 
 Rain Bush is the name by which 
many people know me, and it’s a 
moniker associated with an old wives’ 
tale that my blooms prophesy that rain 
is on the way, but it’s an unfounded 
myth, for I flower just as profusely after 
rain has drenched the landscape, and 

sometimes put on a stunning display 
even when there’s no hint of rain on the 
horizon. 
 If the gardener would allow me 
to be in charge of my own destiny I’d 
enthusiastically grow to replicate a 
tree with a height of 3-4 metres rather 
than a more diminutive shrub, but 
she’s determined to prevent me from 
reaching my full potential, and insists 
on pruning me back, quite savagely 
at times, to ensure that I maintain a 
dense and bushy habit and produce an 
abundance of flowers. 
 With our small glossy dark green 
leaves I and several of my mates would 
make a stunning hedge, but with the 
garden being surrounded by native 
bushland, the gardener’s concerned 
that I might escape into the wild. My 
species, which originated in south-east 
Asia and China, is already classified as 
an invasive weed in many parts of New 
South Wales and Queensland, and she’s 
not going to give me the chance to grasp 
at freedom. But that doesn’t mean that 
I won’t keep trying to give my errant 
offspring the opportunity to escape. 
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that encase and protect each tiny and 
inconspicuous flower, 

Mussaenda philippica ‘Capricorn 
Dream,’ with its large vivid red sepals, 
is unquestionably the most gaudy of us 
all. But ‘Queen Sirikit,’ which is believed 
to be a cross between M. erythrophylla, 
which is of African origin and 
Mussaenda philippica that’s a native of 
the Philippines and that was named in 
honour of the Queen of Thailand has a 
more subtle appeal with its pink sepals 
hemmed with a deeper hue 

We expect to be treated like royalty, 
to be pampered a little, and to have 

our every whim attended to, and our 
list of demands begins with a frost-
free location, preferably one where 
we’re sheltered from the sun during 
the hottest part of the day. And well-
draining, moist and fertile soil that 
contains plenty of humus, in addition 
to a thick layer of mulch to keep the 
soil and our roots perpetually cool 
and damp, are also among our prime 
requests.

With regal treatment we’ll grow to a 
height of 1.5 to 2 metres and a width 
of about a metre, but when autumn 
inevitably approaches we toss aside our 

vivid green foliage and stand naked and 
unsightly once again as we settle down 
to doze through the coolest months 
of the year and remain uninspiring 
and ignored until our next welcome 
appearance. 

Top left and bottom left: Murraya 
paniculata

Top right: Mussaenda ‘Capricorn 
Dream’

NERIUM
Apocynaceae family
Nerium oleander ‘Splendens’ 
Common name: Oleander

 My name, Oleander, dates back to 
the first century AD. It was the name 
by which I was known to the ancient 
Romans, in 1753 it became the official 
name of my species, and it’s the name by 
which I’m commonly known, even by 
people whose knowledge of botanical 
taxonomy is non-existent.
 The story of my name began long 
ago, and so too did my life in the 
author’s garden. In the days when the 
internet was a figment of some sci-fi 
writer’s imagination and the garden was 
in its infancy, the author ordered some 
plants from a sales list in a magazine. A 
shrub with double white flowers would 
look perfect she thought, but she didn’t 
get what she expected.
 When I arrived in the mail and 
was planted out I was a sad and lonely 
character in a garden that was little 
more than a weed-choked clearing in 
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the midst of eucalypt woodlands, and it 
wasn’t long before the gardener realised 
that I was a plant of contradictions. 
I suffer from an identity crisis, for as 
a fast growing evergreen species that 
reaches a height and width of around 4 
metres I’m not sure whether I’m a large 
shrub or a small tree. 
 When I produced my first flowers 
it was blatantly obvious that I was not 
the plant that had been ordered, but the 
gardener was far from disappointed, 
for I, Nerium oleander ‘Splendens’ am 

Top left: Mussaenda ‘Capricorn 
Dream’

Bottom left: Mussaenda ‘Queen 
Sirikit’

Top right: Nerium oleander 
‘Splendens’ 

splendid by name and, when I flower, 
splendid in appearance too. And the 
gardener was surprised, but not too 
disappointed to discover that my 
flowers, with their double layers of 
petals and intense perfume, were bright 
pink rather than white.  
 I’ll flourish in either full sun or light 
shade, I’ll grow well in poor quality 
soil, even when it lacks good drainage, 
I’m extremely drought tolerant, and I’ll 
survive the icy touch of frost too.
My flowers, which appear in spring 

and summer and are borne at the 
ends of long and arching branches, 
are undeniably beautiful, but I’m a 
seductive beauty with a grim secret. 
Every part of me is poisonous. 
 My toxicity serves me well however, 
for the wallabies, kangaroos, hares, and 
possums that frequent the garden never 
dare to feast on either my dark greyish-
green foliage or my flowers. Mother 
Nature has taught other creatures some 
amazing tricks however, and some 
species of caterpillars scoff my leaves 
with no ill effects and incorporate the 
toxins they have consumed into their 
bodies to make themselves unpalatable 
to predators.
 I can’t deny that I’m one of the most 
poisonous of all commonly grown 
garden plants, so I should be treated 
with caution, but my resilience and 
tenacity have earned me the gardener’s 
affection as a garden companion that’s 
both deadly and delightful.  

OCHNA
Ochnaceae family
Ochna serrulata  
Common name: Mickey Mouse Bush, 
Bird’s Eye Plant

At times I feel depressed, unloved, 
and that’s because I arrived in the 
garden uninvited and have never been 
made to feel welcome. It’s not that 
I’m unattractive, but the gardener’s 
displeasure is entirely due to the fact 
that I’m a gregarious character, and 
with the help of the birds that brought 
me here many years ago I routinely 
spread my seeds among the more 
valued species that inhabit the garden, 
ensuring that there are always plenty of 
my offspring with which to share the 
environment. 
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The gardener, with an eye for detail, 
usually spots every newly emerging 
seedling and rips each one from 
the ground, but I snigger with the 
satisfaction of victory when she tries to 
remove those that have been overlooked 
for a few months and have become well 
established, for with their roots having 

Top left: Nerium oleander 
‘Splendens’ 

Top right and above: Ochna 
serrulata 

a firm grip on the soil they refuse to 
give up on life too easily. Those that 
have survived attempt to justify their 
presence with a display of golden yellow 
flowers that are followed by black seeds 
surrounded by vivid red bracts and 
emerald evergreen foliage, and I have 
to say that during this phase of life we 
are undeniably attractive plants. But the 
gardener is rarely persuaded to see us in 
a positive light and arrives, secateurs in 
hand, to snip off our flowers and seeds 
in an attempt to limit our conquest of 
the garden, and when she’s in her most 

aggressive of moods, out comes the 
spade to uproot each and every one of 
us, but there’s always the one that got 
away and that continues to claim a 
place in the garden.

If we escape the gardener’s 
unwelcome attentions we’ll grow to a 
height of around 2 metres and, with 
the aid of suckers, can reach a similar 
width.

We’re natives of South Africa, and 
are not particularly fussy about where 
we put down our roots. In wet ground 
or dry, in sun or in shade, we really don’t 
give a fig. We simply want to survive 
and anywhere is good enough for us, 
but being an invasive species we simply 
have to live with the fact that, despite 
our attractive flowers, we’ll never be 
welcomed with open arms. 

OZOTHAMNUS 
Asteraceae family
Ozothamnus diosmifolius
Common name: Rice Flower, Sago 
Bush, Pill Flower

 When growing in my natural 
habitat in the forested ranges of eastern 
Australia I’m a plant that’s often as 
conspicuous as a solitary ant swimming 
through a vat of reacle, but when in 
bloom I’m a great example of the fact 
that flowers don’t have to be immense 
to be beautiful.
 I’m a fine stemmed evergreen 
woody shrub that grows to a height of 
1.5-2 metres and a width of a metre, 
and even here, in the author’s garden, 
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PACHYSTACHYS 
Acanthaceae family
Pachystachys lutea
Common name: Golden Candles, 
Golden Shrimp Plant, Lollipop Plant

I won’t brag about my white 
tubular flowers, for they’re not my 
most outstanding feature, but I’m very 
proud of the spikes of golden yellow 

bracts from which my flowers emerge, 
and while my flowers themselves are 
relatively short lived, their long-lasting 
bracts give the impression that I’m 
blooming continually for months on 
end, right from summer through into 
autumn.

I’m a soft stemmed evergreen shrub 
that’s a native of tropical regions of 
Peru, so it will no surprise to learn 
that I appreciate cold weather and any 
hint of frost as much as the Queen of 
Sheba might enjoy a month spent in a 
drunken hermit’s hovel. 

My prime requirements are moist 
humus rich soil that’s slightly acidic 
and that has good drainage, and a 
location where I’m not only sheltered 
from strong winds that would damage 
my fragile stems but where I can relax 
in dappled shade. In shade that’s too 
dense I’d become extremely gaunt and 
spindly, and if subjected to excessively 
harsh sunlight my dark green leaves 
would become scorched and the colours 
of my bracts would be less intense. But 
I don’t have to worry about that, for the 
gardener’s provided me with the perfect 
spot.

Here I’ve reached my maximum 
height of around a metre and stretched 
out to a similar width, and the only 
attention I demand is some light 
pruning once my flowering season has 
concluded. And the gardener, while 

she’s busy with her secateurs, snips off a 
few pieces of my stems for cuttings that 
will ultimately grow to become new 
plants and bring a dash of gold to other 
shaded corners of the garden.

Top: Ozothamnus diosmifolius

Above: Pachystachys lutea

PAVETTA 
Rubiaceae family
Pavetta australiensis
Common name: Butterfly Bush

 I’m an evergreen Australian native 
shrub that’s an understorey plant in the 
forests of northern New South Wales 
and eastern Queensland, and I’m very 

neither my tiny deep green leaves, nor 
my clusters of small white flowers allow 
me to stand out from the crowd. But 
I’m not complaining, for during my 
spring to summer flowering season I’m 
proudly introduced to everyone who 
visits the garden as one of the delicate 
beauties of the bush. 
 I’m a relatively short-lived species, 
past my prime after three or four 
seasons of flowering, but the gardener 
attempts to meet all my stringent 
requirements to ensure that I will 
remain her companion for as long as 
possible. 
 Although I’ll grow in poor quality 
soil, it must be light and have extremely 
good drainage, and with wind as my 
sworn enemy I demand a location 
where I’m protected from its gusty 
breath to ensure that my fragile stems 
are never damaged. I’m relatively frost 
hardy once established, but need to be 
protected from the icy hand of winter 
during the early phase of my life. And 
although I’ll tolerate prolonged periods 
of dry weather, I must have adequate 
water to produce a good crop of flowers.
 It’s my flower buds, which are 
shaped like grains of rice, that have 
given me my colloquial name, but my 
long-lasting blooms look their best 
when they open to become diminutive 
daisies. 
 I’m proud of the fact that I play an 
important role in the cut flower trade, 
and with flower lovers around the 
world appreciating my subtle beauty, 
my species and several cultivars, some 
of which have pale pink flowers, are 
grown commercial not only in Australia 
but also in the USA, Israel, Japan, Africa 
and New Zealand. 
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grateful that the gardener’s planted 
me in a location with conditions that 
closely replicate those of my natural 
habitat.
 With dappled shade provided by 
neighbouring trees, moist soil with 
good drainage, and a thick layer of 
mulch to keep the ground and my roots 
cool and damp I feel right at home 
here. And although I’ll tolerate periods 
of dry weather I make the gardener 
well aware of my dissatisfaction with 
a conspicuous display of wilting and 
yellowing leaves, but I’m revived with a 
good soaking of water, and my foliage 
quickly returns to its healthy bright 
green and glossy state.
 It’s in spring and summer that large 
clusters of my tiny white perfumed 
flowers appear.  They attract butterflies 
and honeyeaters that appreciate the 
nectar that I provide, and when my 
flowers have died and been replaced 

Top left: Pachystachys lutea
 

Top right: Pavetta australiensis

with small black berries other species 
of birds drop by to take up my offer of a 
free feast. 
 Other visitors are less than welcome 
however, but I have to grin and bear 
it as caterpillars enthusiastically gnaw 
on my foliage until I stand with my 
naked and skeletal form exposed. The 
gardener does nothing to assist me. She 
merely offers her sincere sympathy for 
my plight. “You’ll be right mate,” she 
says, for she knows that caterpillars 
are an essential part of a balanced 
ecosystem in an organic garden, and 
that many will be eaten by birds. And 
those that survive will eventually 
pupate and move on to their next 
stage of their miraculous lifecycle and 
become butterflies. 
 When the marauding hordes have 
finished their feeding frenzy new foliage 
soon sprouts on each of my stems as 
though I’d been born again, and the 

gardener is relieved that I’ve once again 
survived the onslaught.
 When she’s alert enough to collect 
some of my seeds before the birds have 
scoffed them all she brings more of my 
species to life, and for no more than the 
cost of a breath of fresh air I’m joined by 
my offspring that will ultimately reach a 
height of around 3 metres and a width 
of approximately 2 metres.

PENTAS 
Rubiaceae family
Pentas lanceolata
Common name: Egyptian Star Cluster

As the first of my species to be 
planted in the garden I had a hard 
life. I was expected to be as happy as 
a witch with a hi-tech broomstick, 
but having been planted in the dense 
shade of a large shrub that towered 
over me, I grew tall and gaunt in my 
feeble attempts to escape from my 
neighbour’s shadow, and produced only 
a few flowers that were almost invisible 
among my anaemic and dull green 
foliage.  My life changed for the better 
when a storm unexpectedly demolished 
my neighbour, and I promptly showed 
exactly what I could do. And with the 
gardener being most impressed with 
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Above: Pentas lanceolata 

my efforts I was soon joined by others 
of my species. 

Now, with our heavily veined vibrant 
green foliage and clusters of small star-
shaped flowers in colours that range 
from dark red and pink, to mauve and 
white, we’re the stars of the garden, and 
the gardener’s been left wondering why 
she ignored us for so long.

We’re plants that originated in 
Africa, and although we appreciate a 
warm climate we’ll happily grow in cold 
regions providing we’re in containers 
that can be moved indoors or to a 
sheltered location where our sworn 
enemy Jack Frost will never find us.

In the author’s sub-tropical garden 
we’ve found the perfect home, and with 

sunlight all day long, fertile, and well-
draining soil that’s kept continually 
moist to ensure that our evergreen 
foliage and our soft stems never wilt, 
we’re as happy as a a pair of huntsman 
spiders at a convention of grasshoppers. 
And in such comfortable conditions 
we flower almost all year round with 
our colourful blooms attracting many 
species of butterflies.

We’re evergreen species, and 
although those of us in the garden 
grow to a height of around 1.5 metres 
and a width of approximately a metre, 
some lower growing cultivars are also 
available.

Tip pruning and the continual 
removal of any dead flowers ensure that 
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PLUMBAGO
Plumbaginaceae family
Plumbago auriculata syn. P. capensis
Common name: Plumbago, Cape 
Leadwort

Plumbago indica syn. Plumbago rosea
Common name: Pink Plumbago, 
Indian Leadwort

My name, Plumbago auriculata, 
might not be familiar to everyone, but 
many people know me by sight, for I’m 

grow in parks and gardens around the 
world. 

I’m an evergreen shrub with small 
light green leaves that are almost 
submerged beneath clusters of pale 
blue flowers in spring and summer, and 
if left to my own ways I can become a 
scruffy character, sprouting new and 
meandering stems in every direction. 
As a very fast growing species, I can 
quickly reach a height of around 1.5 
metres, and by enhancing my sphere 
of growth with suckers I spread to 
whatever width I can get away with 
until the gardener realises that I’m 
sneaking a little further afield than she 
would like me to.

In reality, I’m pleased that the 
gardener routinely gives me a trim to 
ensure that I look my best although, 
with my rampant growth, that task is a 
never ending one. 

I’m tough enough to thrive in poor 
quality soils, even those with poor 
drainage, I’ll thrive in either full sun or 
light shade, and I’m extremely drought 
tolerant once established, and being 
easily propagated from either cuttings 
or rooted suckers I can guarantee that 
there will be no rest for the wicked if 
the gardener opts to plant too many of 
my species. 

My close relative Plumbago indica 
has similar cultivation requirements, 

Top left and centre left: Pentas 
lanceolata 

Top right: Plumbago indica

Left: Plumbago auriculata

we retain a compact and bushy shape, 
but if we’ve been overlooked for a 
while and have become a little lank and 
straggly the gardener cuts us back hard, 
almost to ground level, during winter 
months and we never complain. Quite 
the opposite in fact, for when the shock 
of such surgery has faded we burst into 
new life with vibrant new growth, and 
with some of the stems that have been 
removed used to propagate new plants, 
the more the merrier becomes our 
cheerful motto.



19 The Gardener’s Companions

Top left: Plumbago auriculata

Lower left: Plumbago indica

but for most of the year it offers nothing 
to shout about. With its small light 
green leaves and low growing habit it’s 
often barely visible among a confusion 
of other more glamorous plants, but in 
spring and summer, whenever it takes 
its fancy, it makes a surprise entrance 
and shows off its vivid pink star-shaped 
flowers that cling to long thin stems.

With the only attention it requires 
being the removal of old stems when 
their flowers have died. it’s a genuinely 
easy-care species, and the gardener 
is more than happy to see new plants, 
propagated from cutting or from 
suckers, thriving in many areas of the 
garden.



Shrubs 20


