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REINWARDTIA
Linaceae family
Reinwardtia indica
Common name: Golden Dollar Bush, 
Yellow Flax

 When the first of my species was 
planted in the garden it did nothing 
but whinge about the conditions on 
offer and was perpetually miserable 
The gardener did all she could to make 
its life more comfortable, but to no 
available, and during a severe drought, 
when inadequate water was available, it 
tossed in the towel and uttered its final 
gasp of life. 
 I’m an ardent believer in 
reincarnation, and why would I be 
sceptical about life after death, for 

within days of my predecessor’s demise 
I was whisked from a garden centre to 
take up residence in the author’s garden 
and to give my species another chance 
at life. And having been planted in a 
section of the garden that has priority 
when water supplies are limited, I’ve 
thrived with no more dissatisfaction 
about my lot in life than a wombat 
might have about the minimal comforts 
of its subterranean burrow 
 A frost-free location with light 
shade and shelter from the scorching 
summer sun, moist, fertile well-
draining soil that has ample humus 
to retain moisture, mulch to keep my 
roots cool - I’ve got it all, everything I 
need to thrive, and I repay the gardener 
for her attention with my golden yellow 

flowers that appear in autumn and 
again in spring.
 I’m the only member of my genus 
and am found, in the wild, in the 
Himalayan regions of China and 
northern India, but although I’m a long 
way from home I always do my best to 
please. I’m a soft stemmed evergreen 
shrub with dark green foliage and grow 
to a height and a width of around a 
metre. In my homeland my flowers 
are used to create a yellow dye, but 
here their only purpose is to provide 
pleasure, and with their subtle beauty 
they do that more than adequately. 

Above: Reinwardtia indica
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Top left: Rhaphiolepsis indica

Top right: Vireya Rhododendron 
‘Orange Way’.

Above: Vireya Rhododendron ‘Hot 
Topic’

RHAPHIOLEPSIS
Rosaceae family
Rhaphiolepsis indica 
Common name: Indian Hawthorn

I should be simmering with pride 
at my reputation as one of the most 
popular plants in the garden, but I’m 
not. In fact I’m more than a little peeved 
about my popularity, for it’s possums 
that are my greatest admirers, and 
while they and kangaroos that visit the 
garden nibble on my leaves when their 
natural food is in short supply, it’s my 
flowers that they find irresistible. And 
the gardener’s not happy either.  

In spring, when my flower buds 
begin to form, she waits impatiently 
for the day when I’ll be covered with 
delicate white blooms, but she’s always 
disappointed, for while she’s tucked up 
in bed the nocturnal revellers enjoy a 
feast, and when morning arrives there’s 
barely a flower to be seen. And in times 
of drought, when the natural food that 
usually sustains wildlife is scarce, I’m 
almost a naked as a billiard ball.

I don’t whinge, I simply get up and 
going again and the gardener knows 
that she’ll have to wait until the next 
flowering season, hoping it will be 
one free of drought so that she can be 

delighted, once again, by the delicate 
sweet perfume that my flowers wear.

I’m an evergreen shrub with dark 
green leathery leaves, and harbour a 
smudge of envy of modern cultivars 
of my species that have double white 
or pale pink flowers, but despite their 
floral superiority I’m still appreciated 
for my ability to thrive in poor quality 
soils and to tolerate the most savage 
of droughts. And although I prefer a 
location with sunlight all day long, 
I’ll grow and flower almost as well in 
dappled shade, and I’ll tolerate frost 
too. 

My genus includes around 15 
species of shrubs and small trees that 
are native to southern China and many 
temperate and subtropical regions of 
Asia, but I’ve enthusiastically adopted 
new lands as my home and, with my 
seeds allowing me to conquer new 
territories, I’ve come to be regarded as 
an environmental weed in some parts 
of New South Wales and Queensland. 
But the gardener’s confident that I’ll 
always be on my best behaviour and, at 
the conclusion of my spring to summer 
flowering season, she makes sure 
that I tow the line, with light pruning 
removing my seeds and persuading 
me to maintain a relatively dense habit 

rather than becoming a straggly and 
unkempt shrub. Although I’d happily 
extend my reach towards the sky I 
generally grow to a height and width 
of around 2 metres and hope that my 
next flush of flowers will be beyond the 
reach of some of the garden’s hungry 
visitors.
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RHODODENDRON
Ericaceae family
Rhododendron vireya 
Rhododendron lochiae
Common name: Tropical 
Rhododendron

 It might be assumed that we vireya 

rhododendrons would be envious of 
the more well-known members of 
our genus, but we have no reason for 
envy for we’re just as glamorous as our 
relatives that originated in Himalayan 
regions and that are too fussy to grow 
in anything other a cool climate. 
 Most of us, having originated in 

tropical regions of south-eastern Asia, 
including Indonesia, Malaysia and New 
Guinea, are less fastidious however, 
for although we prefer hot and humid 
climates we’ll flourish in regions with 
chilly weather too, providing we’ll well 
protected from the unwelcome touch of 
old Jack Frost. 
 Light shade, fertile, well-draining 
acidic soil that contains plenty of 
humus and that’s kept damp, and 
organic mulch to keep the soil and our 
roots cool are all we need to thrive. And 
although we appreciate a little shade 
in the hottest part of the day, we need 
ample sunlight to flower well, and in the 
author’s garden, having been planted in 
the dappled shade of lofty trees, life is as 
good as it gets. 
 We’re evergreen shrubs that grow to 
a height or around 2 metres and a width 
of 1.5 metres, and with our leathery 
dark green glossy leaves we’re the most 
stunning of celebrities when, in spring 
and early summer, we produce clusters 
of trumpet-shaped flowers in a range 
of colours including red, pink, yellow 
and white, some of which emit a sweet 
perfume. 
 The aptly named ‘Blaze of Glory,’ 
with its vivid orange and yellow 
flowers, is the most recent cultivar to 
arrive in the garden, and it settled in 
happily beside ‘Hot Topic’ that, with its 
deep golden yellow flowers hemmed 
with orange, was the first of our species 
to catch the gardener’s attention and 
be invited to become one of her loyal 
companions. 
 It was soon joined by ‘Just Peachy’ 
with flowers in a more subtle apricot 
hue, ‘Orange Way’ with its deep orange 
flowers, and the pale orange flowered 
‘Simbu Sunset’. But it’s ‘Strawberry 
Parfait,’ with its large intensely scented 
vivid pink flowers that has become the 
gardener’s favourite. 
 R. lochiae, the only vireya 

Top left: Vireya Rhododendron 
‘Orange Way’.

Left: Vireya Rhododendron ‘Just 
Peachy’
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rhododendron that’s a native of 
northern Australian, captured the 
gardener’s heart too, and although 
its vivid red flowers are smaller than 
those of the more exotic cultivars, it’s a 

dinkum Aussie that’s as much at home 
here as a sea urchin in a coastal rock 
pool.

Top left: Vireya Rhododendron 
‘Strawberry Parfait’.

Top right: Vireya Rhododendron 
‘Simbu Sunset’

Left: Vireya Rhododendron ‘Blaze 
of Glory’

RONDELETIA
Rubiaceae family
Rondeletia leucophylla
Rondeletia odorata
Common name: Panama Rose, 
Rondeletia

 We’re evergreen shrubs that are 
natives of Cuba and Panama and as 
rivals for the gardener’s attention we’re 
always in disagreement. I, Rondeletia 
leucophylla consider myself to be the 
best looking of the two members of 
our genus that the author has invited 
to become her garden companions, and 
my clusters of small deep pink flowers 
are certainly nothing to sneer at. 
 I’m incredibly tolerant of harsh 
conditions, and when the going gets 
tough I take it in my stride, for there’s 
nothing that Mother Nature can do to 
make me feel miserable. I’m invincible. 
Extreme heat and prolonged droughts 
have had little impact on my life, and 
once I became well established, I’ve 
been able to survive without a drop of 
water for weeks, and even months on 
end. I might not flower so prolifically 
in such a situation and my foliage may 
provide a clue to the fact that I’m feeling 
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a bit under the weather, but I survive 
the worst of climatic conditions and 
burst into vibrant growth when the first 
drops of rain fall once again.
 I’ll thrive in full sun, but prefer a 
frost-free location that offers some 
light shade to provide relief from 
the most intense summer sunshine, 

Top left: Rhododendron lochiae

Left and top right: Rondeletia 
odorata

and I appreciate well-draining soil to 
ensure that, when heavy rains fall, my 
roots are not struggling to survive in 
excessively wet ground. And although 
I can become rather lanky and reach 
a height of 3 metres and a width of 
around 2 metres if left to do my own 
thing, a little judicious pruning keeps 

me looking trim and terrific.
 Rondeletia odorata, my rival for 
the gardener’s affection, has similar 
cultivation requirements and I have 
to grudgingly concede that its vivid 
orange flowers are a tad more alluring 
than my less gaudy blooms.
 It grows to a height of around 2 
metres and a width of a metre or so, and 
requires minimal pruning to maintain 
a dense and compact form.
 Its small leathery dark green leaves 
seem unpalatable to every insect, and 
even grasshoppers and caterpillars give 
it a miss and allow it to get on with life 
unhindered by their ravenous attacks, 
but it has one good reason to complain 
about its lot in life.
 A large clump of bamboo has 
recently invaded its corner of the 
garden and transformed a once sunny 
spot into a place with perpetual shade, 
and although R. odorata doesn’t object 
to growing there, it staunchly refuses to 
provide more than a few flowers on its 
increasingly spindly stems. 
 The gardener’s taken several 
cuttings to ensure that its offspring will 
eventually find a better home in more 
sunlit corners of the garden, but until 
then I can gloat in the knowledge that 
my rival is no longer drawing attention 
to itself simply for its good looks.
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ROSA
Rosaceae family
Common name: Rose

We’re among the tastiest of plants, at 
least in the opinion of some of the wild 
creatures that routinely visit the author’s 
garden, and we’re always under threat 
from hungry possums that devour our 
flowers, foliage and thorny stems, from 

Clockwise from top left: Rondeletia 
leucophylla, patio rose ‘Golden 
Jewel’, rose ‘Chameleon’,  ‘Papa 
Meilland’, ‘Double Delight’.
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kangaroos and wallabies that nibble on 
our leaves, and from grasshoppers and 
caterpillars too. That’s enough to make 
any plant feel depressed, and when 
you take into account the fact that the 

gardener generally despises us, then 
we have reason enough to feel almost 
suicidal.

For much of the year we continue 
our existence as nothing more than 

denuded stems that are almost hidden 
from view by more alluring plants. We 
angrily snatch at the gardener’s hands 
with our thorns when she dares to 
reach into our domain to weed around 
us or to attend to the needs of our 
more appealing neighbours. She scowls 
at us, threatens to annihilate us, and 
moves on to offer love and attention to 
others that, throughout the year, show 
their smiling floral faces and verdant 
foliage, and we’re consumed with envy. 
Suicide appears to be an increasingly 
acceptable alternative to that of a life 
spent in ignominy and we allow our 
smallest stems to die. But she’s always 
alert to what’s going on in the garden, 
and snips off the fragments that Death 
has visited and, as spring approaches, 
she grudgingly provides us with a 

Clockwise from top left: Roses 
‘Chameleon’,  ‘Double Delight’, 
patio rose ‘Golden Jewel’, ‘Double 
Delight’.
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feast of fertiliser and some additional 
water. If she’s in a generous mood she 
adds a new layer of mulch across the 
ground that we inhabit, and as warm 
weather caresses our barren stems we 
reconsider our future and come to the 
conclusion that life’s not so bad after all. 
And as our first vibrant emerald green 
leaves unfurl and we burst into bloom, 
our undeniable beauty brings attention 
and adoration, particularly for those of 
us with sweetly perfumed flowers.

We’re only a small community in 
the author’s garden where it’s the hybrid 
tea rose ‘Double Delight’ that dons the 
champion’s crown. Bred in the USA in 
1976 and growing to a height of around 
1.5 metres, it’s long been a favourite with 
gardeners around the world thanks to 
its large double flowers, which are red 
with a creamy white centre and that 
emit the strong and distinctive perfume 
that all roses should wear.

‘Papa Meilland,’ a hybrid tea rose 
that was bred in France in the 1960s, 
produces large deep red double highly 
perfumed flowers on a plant that 
reaches a height of around 1.5 metres.

The more recently introduced 
cultivar, the miniature rose 
‘Chameleon,’ sprang to life in 1995 
thanks to the efforts of Australian rose 
breeder Eric Welsh, and although it has 
no perfume it has another reason for 
being greatly admired, for its flowers, 
like the reptile whose name it bears, 
continually change their colour from 
yellow to red and pink. Growing to a 
height of merely 50cm it’s proved to be 
the perfect rose to grow in a container, 
as has the patio rose ‘Golden Jewel’ that 
reaches a similar height. 

Patio roses incorporate the best 
characteristics of both miniature roses 
and floribunda cultivars, being small 
plants with relatively large flowers, and 
‘Golden Jewel’, with its golden yellow 
flowers proves, as it rivals the beauty of 
its larger relatives, that small and lovely 
can win hearts too.

The secret to ensuring that we thrive 
and produce the flowers that are the 
only reason we’re still here in the garden 
is to provide us with a sunny location 

that has well-draining fertile soil, to 
ensure that there is always ample room 
for air movement around our stems to 
minimise the risk of mildew and black 
spot to which we are susceptible, and 
to prune us well during our winter 
dormant period.

RUELLIA
Acanthaceae family
Ruellia macrantha 
Common name: Christmas Pride, 
Brazilian Rose

 I’m a bit of a prima donna and I love 
to be pampered, in fact I need some 
special attention just to survive. A frost-
free location with light shade, humus 
rich soil that drains well to prevent 
my roots from becoming waterlogged 
after heavy rain, a thick layer of organic 
mulch to keep my roots comfortably 
cool and damp, and shelter from strong 
winds that would damage my fragile 
and spindly stems. That’s not too much 
to ask for is it? 
 The gardener has subserviently 
complied with all my demands, and 
gently tip prunes me every now and 
then to ensure that I don’t appear 
too anorexic, but in times of severe 
drought, when kangaroos and wallabies 
invade the garden in search of food, I 
occasionally get more pruning than I 

need when they discover my obviously 
tasty leaves. Fortunately I’ve always 
recovered quickly from the onslaught, 
and from autumn to winter I show 
my gratitude for being alive with an 
enthusiastic burst of flowering. 
 I’m a soft stemmed evergreen shrub, 
a native of Brazil, and in the right 
conditions I’ll reach a height of around 
1.5 metres. And when my glamorous 
vivid magenta trumpet-shaped flowers 
appear among my bright green foliage 
the gardener thanks Mother Nature 
for helping to assure my good health, 
and looks forward to the day when 
new plants propagated from cuttings of 
my stems will grace other areas of the 
garden landscape.

Above: Ruellia macrantha

RUSSELLIA
Russellia equisetiformis
Common names: Fountain Plant, Coral 
Bush, Firecracker Plant

Some plants need to be molly 
coddled to survive climatic extremes, 
but not me. I’ll survive whatever 
Mother Nature throws at me, and 
I’ll do it all by myself ta very much. I 
never show any weakness by wilting, 
even on the hottest and most humid of 
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summer days. I cope with drought quite 
admirably without a drop of water for 
weeks on end, and I don’t even object 
when the gardener goes on extended 
holidays and abandons me to fend for 
myself for several months. In fact I’m 
quite pleased to see the back of her, for 
I value my independence and when 
she’s away I’m free to do exactly what 
I want, rather than be subjected to her 
insistence that I should conform to her 
requirements. I’m still here when she 
returns, and still looking my very best, 
which is scruffy and unkempt in the 
gardener’s opinion. 

I’m an evergreen multi-stemmed 
shrub with a weeping habit that makes 
me suitable for growing as an edging 
plant, in a container, or in a mixed 
border, and although I’ll thrive in full 

Top left and right and bottom: 
Russellia equisetiformis

Above: ‘Tangerine Falls’

Left centre: ‘Lemon Falls’
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sun or dense shade, a position with 
dappled shade suits me best. And when 
it comes to soil, whether it’s full of 
nutrients or poor and sandy it’s all the 
same to me, providing it has adequate 
drainage so my roots don’t become so 
wet that they rot.

My species originated in Mexico, 
and in similarly warm climates I’ll drape 
myself with narrow tubular flowers 
all year long, and although I won’t 
complain about cold temperatures, 
expecting me to tolerate anything other 
than a very light touch of frost is simply 
going too far. 

In the right conditions I’ll thrive 
and will make a nuisance of myself by 
sending suckers up to make themselves 
at home a little further afield than where 
I was originally planted and to allow me 
to develop into a large clump. But with 
a little pruning and some errant suckers 
ripped from the soil in late winter and 
spring the gardener brings me into line, 
knowing that in no time at all I’ll be 
flowering once again.

With long arching stems dressed 
with narrow dark green leaves I’ll grow 
to a height of around a metre and spread 
as far as I can go before the gardener 
considers that it’s time to restrict 
my wandering ways. My tubular red 
flowers appear in spring and summer, 
but in warm climates I’ll put on a floral 
display throughout the year.

Others of my species that are 
my neighbours in the garden are 
equally obliging and include, Russellia 
equiseliformis ‘Tangerine Falls,’ which 
has apricot coloured flowers, and 
‘Lemon Falls,’ which has creamy-white 
flowers, and when we’re grown side by 
side we are, without doubt, an attractive 
and carefree bunch.

RUTTYA
Acanthaceae family
Ruttya fruticosa
Common name: Jammy Mouth, 
Rabbit’s Ears

 Some might call my flowers weird 
or pour scorn on my floral efforts by 

declaring my blooms to be ugly, but I 
beg to disagree, for with a splodge of 
black on the yawning mouth of my fiery 
orange flowers I’m nothing more than 
unusual. They don’t call me ‘Jammy 
Mouth’ for no good reason, and ugly 
or not, birds have no complaints and 
honeyeaters appreciate the nectar that 
my flowers generously provide.
 I enjoy a good soak of water now 

and then, but if that’s not forthcoming, 
I’ll continue to do my best to put on a 
good display, even during droughts and 
steaming hot weather, and I’ll tolerate a 
light frost if it comes my way. 
 I’m an energetic character, an 
evergreen shrub that’s a native of 
eastern Africa, and with well-draining 
slightly acidic soil in a location with 
full sun or partial shade, I’ll grow quite 
rapidly to a height of around 2 metres 
and a width of 1.5 metres. 
 The gardener gives me a regular 
trim to ensure that I remain a dense and 
handsome shrub, and birds that arrive 
to feast on my flowers, which appear 
from spring through into late summer, 
are always welcome, particularly when 
they decide to stay to nest and raise 
a family in the embrace of my dense 
glossy emerald green foliage.

Above: Ruttya fruticosa
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SPIRAEA 
Rosaceae family
Spiraea cantoniensis
Spiraea japonica ‘Anthony Waterer’
Common name: May Bush, Bridal 
Wreath, Spirea

Members of our genus, which 
includes some 100 species that are 

primarily natives of eastern Asia, are 
part of the Rosaceae (rose) family, but 
there’s not a thorn among us.

We’re as much at home in cool 
climates as a mob of caterpillars in a 
cabbage patch, yet we’re equally content 
in warmer sub-tropical regions. Our 
acceptance of cold weather means 
we have no complaints when Jack 

Frost comes calling, and once well-
established we’re extremely drought 
tolerant too. Rich, moist soil with good 
drainage and a location in full sun suit 
us to perfection, but we’ll also flourish 
in light shade. 

Those of us in the author’s sub-
tropical garden are semi-deciduous, 
but in cooler climates we toss all our 
foliage aside and take life easy when 
winter arrives on the scene. When the 
warmth of spring makes its welcome 
return we dress ourselves with new deep 
green leaves that have predominantly 
serrated margins and, in little more 
than the blink of a dozing tortoise’s eye, 
our clusters of flowers appear.

The most prominent of the three 
species that thrive here is Spiraea 
cantoniensis, which is colloquially 
known as Reeves’ Spirea or May Bush, 
due to the fact that, in the northern 
hemisphere, it’s the merry month of 
May when its masses of single white 

Top left: Spiraea cantoniensis ‘Flore 
Pleno’

Top right: Spiraea cantoniensis

Bottom left: Spiraea japonica 
‘Anthony Waterer’
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flowers materialise. With thin arching 
stems it reaches a height and width of 
around 2 metres, and routinely receives 
a heavy trim after flowering and again 
during winter as the gardener tries to 
encourage it to maintain a compact 
form and to create new growth that will 
produce additional flowers.

S. cantoniensis ‘Flore Pleno,’ which 
produces double white flowers and 
is known by the less than unexpected 
name of Double May Bush is the most 
glamorous of our trio, and then there’s 
S. japonica ‘Anthony Waterer,’ which is 
in a class of its own. 

A cultivar of a species that’s native 
to Japan, China and Korea, where its 
natural habitat is primarily riparian 
areas and the edges of wetlands, it’s 
commonly known by another far from 
imaginative name - Japanese Spirea, It 
grows to a height of 1.5 metres and a 
similar width, and with its deep pink 
to red flowers it’s a little charmer than 
quite rightly assumes that it’s the best of 
the bunch.

TECOMA
Bignoniaceae family
Tecoma capensis
Common name: Cape Honeysuckle

 I suffer from an identity crisis, 
and it’s something that I struggle with 
every day. I dream of being a climber, 
and I attempt to clamber up to a lofty 
height by leaning against the trunks 
and branches of the trees that are my 
neighbours and that provide me with a 
little shade, but with no tendrils and no 
twining stems my efforts are stymied, 
and when the gardener comes my way, 
snip, snip, snipping with her secateurs, 
I’m forced to face the realisation that 
my life must be spent as a shrub. But I 
never give up on my dream and attempt 
to evade her attentions by producing 
suckers that sprout well away from 
where I was initially planted. 
 I can reach a height of 3 metres 
or more if allowed to do so, and with 
the aid of stealthy suckers I can reach 
whatever width I wish to attain if not 
kept in check. 
 I’m certainly not the most particular 

of plants when it comes to my cultivation 
requirements. I’ll thrive in poor quality 
soil, will cope quite admirably with 
the searing heat of the summer sun 
and won’t complain if planted in a site 
with light shade. I’m extremely drought 
tolerant once well established, and I’d 
never whinge if a light frost settles on 
my bright green foliage.
 I’m an evergreen shrub that’s a native 
of southern Africa, and despite my 
common name of Cape Honeysuckle 
I’m no relation of the more well-
known rambling climber, Japanese 
Honeysuckle.
 During spring and summer I put on 
an enthralling display of vivid orange 
tubular flowers that far outshine those 
of another of my species that has pale 
yellow flowers. 
 The gardener’s convinced that 
regular pruning will keep me confined 
to the area that’s been allocated to me, 
but I won’t give in to her demands too 
easily, and I continue to pursue my 
dream to conquer as much territory as 
one vigorous plant can in a lifetime.

Above left: Tecoma capensis

Above right: Tecoma capensis lutea
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THUNBERGIA 
Acanthaceae family
Thunbergia erecta
Common name: King’s Mantle

My colloquial name offers me a 
tenuous connection to royalty, but I’m 
an unpretentious character with few 
stringent demands, and that’s just as 
well, for the gardener overlooks my 
presence more often than not. I’m 
generally just one of the crowd, just 
another clump of dark green glossy 
leaves among other verdant foliage, and 
that suits me to perfection, for it allows 
me to do exactly as I please. I grow at a 
vigorous pace, and my offspring, born 
from my far-flung seeds, emerge in 
places where my species has never been 
before.

It’s only when I give my presence 
away with a burst of my regal flowers 
that the gardener suddenly realises 
what’s going on in my neck of the 
woods, but she’s loath to take any action 
when, from spring through to autumn, 
my simple yet glorious deep purple 
blooms emerge and create a stunning 
contrast to my foliage, and I get a brief 
reprieve from the savage pruning that 
is my fate.

A regular short back and sides is 

essential to keep my sprawling and 
spindly stems confined to a more 
compact form, but I have no complaints 
when the deed’s been done, for with 
no flowers to reveal my presence I 
simply return to my secretive ways and 
continue my rampant growth.

I’m an evergreen species that’s 
a native of western Africa and my 
requirements when in cultivation are 
nothing more luxurious than a frost-
free location with well-draining soil 
that’s in either full sun or dappled 
shade. And although I’m quite drought 
tolerant, I must confess that I’m happier 
if I’m watered occasionally during 
excessively hot and dry weather.

I’ll reach a height of around 2 metres 
and a similar width, but I’m confident 
that, if allowed to do exactly as I please, 
I could rule the world. 

Above: Thunbergia erecta



Shrubs 14



15 The Gardener’s Companions



Shrubs 16



17 The Gardener’s Companions



Shrubs 18


