
 

SUMMER 2021  

MOUNT LOFTY BOTANIC GARDEN WALK FROM THE UPPER CAR PARK 

 

To help keep visitors keep COVID-19 safe we have decided that, rather than supply a 
paper copy of the walk, there is a downloadable version on our website 
(https://www.friendsbgadelaide.com/guided-walks) or a copy in the Noticeboard at the 
 Garden that may be photographed to take with you. The map at the end of this walk is 
an enlarged section of the general map of the garden showing the location of this month’s plants. 

 

One of the reasons for establishing the Mount Lofty Botanic Gardens (MLBG – opened in 1977) was to take 

advantage of cool climate conditions. This allowed the MLBG to establish plants that would not otherwise 

thrive in the warm to hot conditions in summer at either the Adelaide Botanic Garden (ABG) or the warm 

conditions at Wittunga Botanic Garden. During summer, on all bar hot days with northerly winds, the MLBG 

average temperature is 6°C cooler than the ABG. 

 

This walk was prepared for summer and provides shady and cool conditions, particularly in the morning. 

Note that the MLBG is not open on Fire Danger Days when the Fire risk is classed as severe, extreme or 

catastrophic. Please check the Bureau of Meteorology forecast, issued daily at 5pm for the following day, 

before travelling to the MLBG (http://www.bom.gov.au/sa/forecasts/fire-danger-ratings.shtml). 

 

To begin the walk, head down the road to the right into the garden of the bottom of the car park. On the 

right, 50 metres down the road are two evergreen trees of Clethra arborea commonly known as Lily-of-

the-Valley tree. This small tree is a native of Madeira and one of several species of Clethra which are also 

found in North America, Mexico, China and Japan. At this time of the year, when not much is flowering the 

tree is covered in attractive one-sided racemes of white flowers which have a strong and spicy fragrance. 

The hedge in front is Daphne x transatlantica ‘Eternal Fragrance’ with scented flowers intermittently 

throughout the year. Its sun-tolerant evergreen foliage and pink fragrant flowers make it a popular plant. In 

Greek mythology Daphne was a nymph turned into a laurel tree by her father in order that she might 

escape the pursuit of Apollo.  

 

Just before the track takes a sharp turn left, there is a Liriodendron tulipifera ‘Aureomarginatum’ on your 

right. The common name is tulip tree and there are several specimens in the garden. This one is a 

selection, termed a cultivar, chosen because it features a yellow margin to all its leaves. The yellow area of 

the leaf does not produce chlorophyll and, as a result, this cultivar tends to be smaller than its cousins. 

 

Proceed on around the corner, and again on your right, there is another selected cultivar, but this time of a 

holly. This one is Ilex aquifolium ‘Argenteo Marginata’. This may sound like a mouthful, but all it means is 

“holly, needle leaf, silver edges”- which is a surprisingly good description of this variegated common holly, 

native to western Europe. It belongs to the holly family, Aquifoliaceae, trees with prickly- leaved trees. The 

good news is that Latin is not a spoken language so you can pronounce this any way you like. We thought 

we would include it for the festive season, but of course at this time of year the unripe berries on the female 

plants are still green. We will have to wait until ‘Christmas in winter’ for the berries to turn red. Compare 

these leaves with the adjacent holly, Ilex cornuta, a holly from China and Korea also a holly but with 

broader leaves, some of which have a fishtail appearance, often with only five needles.  

 

A little further on, and on your right, is a small tree with bright silvery leaves. It is the aptly named 

‘Quicksilver’ cultivar of the Russian olive, Elaeagnus angustifolia. Originally from Russia and surrounds, 
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this ornamental plant has been grown in Europe for centuries. It is now gaining popularity in Australia. The 

common name is misleading – the plant may be Russian, but it is not an olive or even closely related to the 

true olive. 

 

Take the path to the right and make your way past the rotunda. On your right is a Viburnum dentatum, or 

Arrow Wood. The native range of this deciduous, woody shrub extends from Maine in an arc to Texas in 

North America. The lightly fragrant, white flowers are followed by bluish fruits that are particularly rich in fats 

and which provide a vital component of the diet of small songbirds during their southward migration from 

New England to warmer winter quarters. In its native range, this shrub can reach 4.5m in height; the leaves 

colour well in autumn, ranging from yellow to an attractive reddish purple. As the common name suggests, 

some native Americans apparently used straight, young shoots from the shrub to make arrow-shafts. 

Interestingly, arrow-shafts found in the Swiss Alps on the mummified body of Ötzi, the Iceman  

were also made from a European species of viburnum. 

 

Head right, downhill from the road and make your way past the large Thuja occidentalis ‘Fastigiata’, the 

northern white cedar. The species is one of two native to North America, with fan-shaped branchlets having 

yellowish evergreen scales and aromatic foliage. The “fastigiata” descriptor relates to the selection having 

branches that are parallel to the main trunk, giving it a columnar appearance. Nearby there are several beds 

of the purple flowered Calluna vulgaris, Scottish Heather growing in its preferred habitat of acidic soil. In 

the wild, it is the dominant plant in heathland and moorland in Europe, sometimes in association with pine 

and oak species. It is mono-specific (the only plant in the Calluna genus) and is separated from its closely 

related genus, Erica by its small scale-leaves, only 2-3mm long and small flowers with the corolla and calyx 

being in four parts, compared with five in Erica. When in full flower, hillsides can be a spectacular blaze of 

purple. 

 

Further down is a trio of Quercus robur, the English oak which provide a shady spot for a picnic. Nearby 

are three specimens of Cryptomeria japonica, a monotypic genus of conifer known as the Japanese 

cedar. A member of the cypress family, this evergreen tree grows up to 70 metres in good forest 

conditions. It is the oldest and largest living tree in Japan with red-brown bark, needle-like leaves and 

globular cones, grown for its timber. Numerous local (geographical) forms and many cultivars exist, 

including a dwarf from, which is popular in gardens as ornamentals. There is some evidence to suggest that 

it is not endemic to Japan although it is the national tree and known as Sugi (hair tree). Its timber is fragrant, 

weather and insect resistant and valued for light construction, interior panelling, tubs, furniture, boxes, 

veneers and plywood. Buried wood turns dark green and is much valued. Around Kyoto it has been widely 

grown to provide a steady supply of timber for construction of tea houses. 

A little further on is a Cryptomeria “cubby” where children had established a tunnel through a planting, 

making an intriguing spot for children to enjoy in the garden. Further down there is a collection of 

Rhododendron spp which were rescued from established gardens (together with camellias when the 

freeway to Adelaide was built in the mid-1960s. Skirt around the top of these plantings and find a Quercus 

variabilis, the Chinese cork oak, which is a large deciduous tree with characteristic corky bark and downy 

young shoots. Unusual leaves have a serrated margin with each vein, ending in a distinctive fine hair-like 

tooth, green above and silvery below. Acorns borne singly in unstalked cups, ripening in their second year, 

are densely covered in soft mossy bristles. In several parts of China, the tree is grown for its cork, and the 

acorns fed to pigs. It was introduced to western cultivation by Robert Fortune, an English plant hunter. 

A short distance away is a small grove of conifers which provide another perfect hideaway for children. 

Push through the distinctive foliage of Chamaecyparis obtusa ‘Pygmaea aurescens’ to find a hidden 

‘room’. This cultivar was developed in the 1930s from a single ‘sport’ found on a branch of Chamaecyparis 

obtusa grown in a Dutch nursery. Sports are naturally occurring plant mutations which horticulturists select 

and propagate to produce new cultivars of a species. 



Keep an eye out for southern brown bandicoots under the conifers in this area. They look a bit like rats at 

first sight, but the bandicoot has a furry tail which is shorter than its body. Rats have a longer, bare tail. This 

is the only survivor of eight bandicoot species once found in South Australia. A short video clip of a Mt Lofty 

bandicoot can be viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lAJL4BnENIk 

Make your way across to the Pinetum, where the colours and shapes of the conifers are enormously 

diverse. To talk about ‘shades of green’ does not begin to describe the myriad shades and tones from 

blackish greens that seem to swallow light, through grass, avocado, many blues and lime through to 

glorious gold. Colours can be dull or muted through to brilliantly luminous. The cones often lend a reddish 

contrast to the foliage. There are hundreds of species of conifers, many of which are to be found here, from 

stately trees, shrubs of all shapes and sizes to prostrate or trailing ground covers. They are round, 

spreading, pyramidal, oval, conical, vaselike, columnar, open form, weeping, erect with almost parallel 

branches and slender or spire like. You name it, the shape or form is there; and then there is the aroma.  

One of the specimens is Abies koreana, the Korean fir, native to the higher mountains of South Korea. Its 

Korean name is gusang namu It grows at altitudes of 1,000–1,900 metres in temperate rainforest with cool, 

humid summers, and heavy winter snowfall. The cultivar ‘Starker’s Dwarf’ has a conical shape which does 

not require pruning. Growth is slow at only 3-7 cm a year. The grey-brown bark is smooth with resin blisters 

and grey-brown and the needle-like leaves are a thick and glossy dark green above with contrasting white 

underneath. The leaves are arranged in a spiral and each leaf is twisted at the base. The attractive cones 

are a dark, purple blue before maturity and the scale bracts are green or yellow and emerge between the 

scales in the closed cone. The winged seeds are released when the cones disintegrate at maturity at about 

5-6 months after pollination.  

Another specimen that the Guides wanted to share is a Sequoia sempervirens ‘Prostrata’ which is a 

selection of one of the world’s tallest trees. The evergreen redwood from the Pacific coast of the USA 

grows to 110m tall. This prostrate form arose by mutation from a cultivated specimen around 1927, in the 

Cambridge Botanic Gardens, UK. The needles are twice the normal width and it has been noticed over the 

years, that sometimes with this cultivar, a central leader develops, and it grows into a small tree rather than 

a ground cover. Renowned plantsman Roy Lancaster suggested the name ‘Cantab’ for this form of the 

supposedly prostrate redwood. 

As you make your way back up to the car park, the last plant to enjoy is the somewhat historic Ulmus 

procera Pendula’. This tree was a feature at the old Stirling Tea Garden of Isabel Ising, the aunt of one of 

our now retired guides. This tree, along with numerous rhododendrons and camellias was transplanted into 

this part of MLBG when the freeway was being constructed through so many old Hills gardens. It was a 

credit to the Garden staff at the time to have successfully transplanted so many advanced trees and shrubs, 

in the height of summer, with reputedly only one loss.      
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This leaflet has been prepared by the Garden Guides and funded by the Friends of the Botanic Gardens of Adelaide 
Inc. 
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