
 

SPRING 2019 WALK FROM THE UPPER CAR PARK  
 

The map on the reverse is an enlarged section of the general map of the garden inside  

the brochure and shows the location of this month’s plants 
 

 

All seasons at the Mt Lofty Botanic Garden have much to offer the plant and garden enthusiast, with spring 
being particularly colourful. A succession of flowers will last throughout the season. While some of the 
camellia trees have finished flowering, there are still many putting on a show for us so walk to your left past 
the toilets and turn right down towards the top road.  A clump of tiny Cyclamen may still be flowering here, 
a mass of dark pink flowers. Cyclamen are tuberous plants from the Mediterranean region.  You will also 
pass masses of beautiful Helleborus species which thrive in the cool, moist conditions.  Hellebores 
originate from the northern temperate zones from Europe to western China and are particularly suited to 
woodland conditions.  Members of the buttercup (Ranunculaceae) family, the flowers have five “petals” 
(sepals) surrounding a ring of small, cup-like nectaries (petals modified to hold nectar) and prominent 
stamens.  The sepals do not fall as petals would, but remain on the plant, sometimes for many months. 
Many legends surround the hellebore.  In witchcraft it is believed to have ties to summoning demons.  In 
Greek mythology, Melampus of Pylos used hellebore to save the daughters of the king of Argos from a 
madness, induced by Dionysus, that caused them to run naked through the city, crying, weeping, and 
screaming.  During the Siege of Kirrha in 585 BC, hellebore was reportedly used by the Greek besiegers to 
poison the city's water supply. The defenders were subsequently so weakened by diarrhoea that they were 
unable to defend the city from assault, and some historians believe that Alexander the Great died because 
of a hellebore overdose taken as medication.  

 
Our camellia collection comprises approx. 40 species out of the total of 200 known species, and over 100 
cultivars.  The camellia collection is in South-East Asian Gully in the top section of the Garden, with 
supporting plants from that region.  Many have been sourced from a Dr Withers in the eastern states, some 
as donations from Dr Withers. Many of those planted on top of “Stan wall” that borders the roadway were 
rescued from gardens in the path of the South-Eastern Freeway.  
 
Turn left onto the roadway here and pass many more camellias, noting the variety of large and small flower 
forms, and the variety of leaf shapes and forms, including weeping and upright growth habits. At the first 
path on the right, just after the Greg John’s sculpture “Between Earth and Sky”, one of several of his works 
in the Garden, descend the hill and then turn left at several Acer rubescens, snakebark maples which 
originated in Taiwan.  The unusual bark on the trunks is complemented by the red leaf petioles and red 
samaras which appear in the summer.  Take care as many of the paths show the scouring from the winter 
rains.  On the right of the path the prickly castor oil tree, Kalopanax septemlobus, native to north-
eastern Asia, is showing fat buds early in the season which will develop into the distinctive, deeply lobed 
leaves.  The many spines on the stems can be up to 1cm long.  On the right of the path Betula 
albosinensis var. septentrionalis, Chinese red birch is one of the most exquisite birches in cultivation. 
Grown for its pale peeling trunks, mature trees will shed large sheets of pinkish beige paper-like bark with a 
white-waxy bloom revealing smooth patches of chestnut brown. This is an excellent example of the benefit 
of seeing the trees without their foliage as it is easy to miss such features when they are covered in leaves.  
A little further on the left is a small group of Corylopsis glabrescens, fragrant winter hazels which bear 
nodding racemes of small, usually fragrant bell-shaped hanging pale-yellow flowers on bare stems in early 
spring. These originate from China and Japan.  
 
At the sharp right turn at the next corner there is bushland on the left, and descending this path, being 
careful of sections of washed-out path, there are “species” camellias - those first collected in their native 
environment and from which all others have developed.  The country of origin can be read at the bottom left 
hand side of the nameplates.  The flowers on many of these are single, small, abundant, and with many 
stamens.  The first on the left is Camellia transnokoensis which has many tiny white flowers.  Further 
down Camellia tsai has even smaller flowers, some with a delicate pink to their buds.  While the flowers on 
these are tiny, the trees may grow 3-4 metres tall and their softly arching stems make them excellent for 
espalier.   
 
The numerous Pieris japonica, or Japanese andromeda, along the right-hand side of the path are 
especially good this year, perhaps reflecting the heavy watering they have received.  These are members 
of the heather family, Ericaceae.  While the “lily of the valley” flowers are the attraction at this time, the red 
new growth seen on Pieris ‘Forest Flame’ is of equal value.   
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Continue the path to the left downhill.  Note the conifer on the left Sciadopitys verticillata or Japanese 
umbrella pine, a unique conifer endemic to Japan. It is the sole member of the family Sciadopityaceae and 
genus Sciadopitys, a living fossil with no close relatives and present in the fossil record for about 230 
million years. Called ‘koya-maki’ in Japan, the tree is one of Japan’s five sacred trees. Just before you 
reach the road, look on the right for a large shrub-like glossy leaved camellia Camellia nitidissima, one of 
two yellow or golden flowered camellias in the Garden. The waxy flowers can be hard to see under the 
foliage, so look carefully for the golden buds or flowers. Endemic to southern China and North Vietnam, the 
plant is endangered in the wild. The other golden camellia in the garden Camellia petelotii var petelotii is 
found close by, a small plant on the left corner where the path meets the road. It emerged from China in the 
1970s as the first yellow-flowered camellia.  
 
Turn right and this will soon bring you to the centre of Rhododendron Gully.  Rhododendron spp. are now 
coming into bloom and will continue right up to Christmas.  These, too, are members of the family 
Ericaceae.  There are anywhere from 800 to over 1,100 wild species.  Most Rhododendron species are 
native to the eastern Himalaya and southeast Tibet, along with the islands of Java, Sumatra, Borneo, New 
Guinea, the Philippines and northern Australia. The rest are broadly spread throughout the northern 
hemisphere in relatively small isolated populations, including Japan, northwestern North America, the 
Appalachian, and the Caucasus Mountains. Rhododendrons exhibit an enormous diversity of size and 
shape, from prostrate ground covers growing no more than a few inches high to trees more than 30 m 
tall. Between the prostrate alpine forms and large trees are a variety of shrubby forms in all shapes and 
sizes.  Azaleas, of course, are also rhododendrons.   
 
Return uphill to the car park by one of the marked tracks. The first track on the right (not crossing the 
bridge) will take you back through a canopy of tree ferns planted by Noel Lothian in the very early days of 
the Garden.                                                                                                                                   HK, JH 08/19 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This leaflet has been prepared by the Garden Guides and funded by the Friends of the Botanic Gardens of Adelaide Inc. 

For information about the Friends and/or guided walks, please telephone 8222 9367 
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