
 

February 2021 SELF GUIDED WALK FROM LOWER CAR PARK 

The map on the reverse shows the location of this month’s plants 
 

 

The Mount Lofty Botanic Garden provides milder conditions for summer garden walks than elsewhere in Adelaide. This walk follows 

the main lake and includes a short side-track into the cool and shady Woodland Garden and with a suggested option to venture up 

into Fern Gully where the daily use of sprinklers provides a pleasant escape from the heat of the day. 

Before heading out of the car park a quick visit to the lookout to the north and a Hibiscus syriacus (A), in full flower awaits. 

Although this specimen is known as the common hibiscus, the name syriacus indicates it was named from specimens collected in 

gardens in Syria and the North American name of “rose of Sharon” or even the English name of “rose mallow” seems more fitting. 

Contrary to its common name, the plant is not a rose, belonging, instead, to the Malvaceae or "mallow" family. Nor is it native to 

Syria, despite its species name, hailing instead from the continent of Asia. Whilst admiring the view from the lookout, a border of 

barberry, Berberis x smithii ‘Hancockii’, provides a colourful background. There are many selections of Berberis, all with 

distinctive characteristics that make excellent deciduous border plants. Berberis spp have two forms of shoots (dimorphic). Long 

shoots form the main structure of the plant and are non-photosynthetic. These shoots form thorns which provide an additional 

feature as a border plant. The other type are short shoots (1-2mm) which form leaves in their axils and provide the attractive colour 

variations seen in selections of these plants. On your way back into the car park, note the acorns forming on the Quercus robur, 

English oak. As you make your way around the Lake you will pass several oaks. For interest compare the shapes, not only of the 

acorns, but also their caps. Interestingly, in England, Q. robur acorns may be purchased online at £10.00 per kilo (273 acorns 

approximately). https://www.treeseedonline.com/store/p234/English_Oak_%28quercus_robur%29.html 

Make your way past the information board and follow the path ahead down to the Lake wall. On your right is a young specimen of 

Glyptostrobus pensilis (B), the Chinese swamp cypress. This species is native to SE China and North Vietnam and is typically 

found on river floodplains or swamps in water up to 60 cm deep. It is almost extinct in the wild due to overcutting for its valuable 

decay-resistant, scented wood, but it is widely planted along the banks of rice paddies where its roots help to stabilise the banks by 

reducing soil erosion. Trees develop a buttressed base and pneumatophores (breathing roots known as “knees”). It is one of five 

genera of deciduous conifers (Glyptostrobus, Larix, Metasequoia, Pseudolarix, and Taxodium). 

Make your way across the Lake wall and note the prolific flowering of many of the Eucalyptus obliqua (messmate stringybark) 

which are the local native gum trees. All the stringybarks are regrowth or newly established as this area was extensively logged in 

the mid to late 1800s. It is fascinating to see that not all stringybarks are flowering, an adaptation to ensure that seed is available 

from at least some trees every year with a 3-4-year cycle between flowering years. This season the flowering is spectacular, most 

likely due to the good rains over the past year. The Australian birdlife is clearly appreciating the abundance of pollen and nectar 

and to date, producers of horticultural crops are very pleased that the birds are distracted and are not attacking fruit crops with their 

usual vigour at this time of the year. 

Once over the Lake wall, take the path to the left and follow it up to the road until reaching the Duck pond. Take the path on the 

right that heads up around the Duckpond. Along the pond wall Gunnera chilensis, known as the giant or Chilean rhubarb, has a 

spectacular display with its the huge leaves and large flower spikes nestle at the base. The Duck pond was originally intended as a 

reflecting pool but the waterlilies have reduced this effect, adding their own stamp to this fascinating area. 

There are several maples (Acer spp) in this area that have been selected for their spectacular foliage. Acer platanoides ‘Crimson 

Sentry’ (C) is the first example and is a compact upright tree with large crimson leaves which turn to orange and gold in autumn.  

Acer palmatum ‘Shaina’ is a Japanese maple selection. The five-pointed, narrow lobed leaves are bright red in spring, deepening 

to a rich crimson red in summer. In autumn the leaves turn back to red for a stunning autumn display.  Nearby is Acer palmatum 

‘Orangeola’, a member of the ‘Dissectum’ group. This selection has a weeping form and is slow growing. It has bright red new 

foliage in spring that turns to a bronze and green colour as it ages. In autumn, as the name suggests, the foliage turns a brilliant 

orange. In this area are edging plantings of Santolina ‘Edward Bowles’. This is a dwarf evergreen shrub, originating from the 

Mediterranean, bearing fragrant leaves (pinnately dissected) and dense pale creamy-yellow button-like flower-heads which smother 

it in summer.  

Further up, and 15 metres up the hill above the path, is a spectacular Acer palmatum ‘Trompenburg’ which stands out due to its 

unusual leaf shape and colour. The foliage consists of 7-9 lobed leaves, with serrations, and are hand-shaped with long fingers. 

The colour is a deep red/purple which holds throughout summer before turning crimson in autumn. It is an upright tree and favoured 

for landscaping as it resists sunburn, unlike most Japanese maples.  

At this point of the walk, we are just below the Woodland Garden with many species of hydrangeas. If the conditions are not too 

warm, we recommend a ramble through this section. Otherwise make your way round the Duckpond back to the main Lake walk 

and continue around the Lake, and back to the car-park.  On the way enjoy the Polygonum filiforme (D), that belong to the 

buckwheat and knotweed family (Polygonaceae). The tiny flowers are on stalks above the leaves and are a bright pink, opening to 

a white interior, forming in summer in dense clusters from the leaf joints or stem apices. The genus name is from the Greek poly, or 

many, and gonu, or joint/knee, referring to its swollen jointed stems. The Garden Guides preparing this walk had not seen this 

flowering before and noted many specimens in the gardens above the Duckpond. 

https://www.treeseedonline.com/store/p234/English_Oak_%28quercus_robur%29.html


The Woodland area features many types of hydrangeas offering huge bouquets of clustered flowers in white, blues and pinks. 

Native to southern and eastern Asia (China, Japan, Korea, the Himalayas, and Indonesia) and the Americas, hydrangeas are 

shade-loving and thrive in a moist, fertile, well-drained soil. Flowers usually appear from spring to late autumn at the ends of the 

stems. Bloom colour is affected by soil pH; an acidic soil (pH below 7) will usually produce blue, whereas an alkaline soil (pH above 

7) will produce pinker flowers. Though mostly grown for their flowers, the foliage too can be quite impressive, with large, dark green 

oval leaves, often with serrated edges. Dried hydrangea leaves become very sweet and are used to make the 'tea of heaven' for 

Buddhist ceremonies. 

Hydrangea macrophylla is by far the most widely grown with over 600 named cultivars, many selected to have only large sterile 

flowers in their flowerheads (corymbs). There are two shapes, mop heads and lace caps. Mop heads are mostly composed of 

sterile flowers, whereas the lace caps have large flat sterile flowers around the edge of masses of tiny true flowers (often called hen 

and chickens). The non-fertile (white) flowers last a long time because they are never fertilised or produce seed. Hydrangea 

quercifolia (oakleaf hydrangea) native to south-eastern USA is named because of its scalloped leaves, which change from green 

to rich crimson in autumn. It has large creamy cones of flowers which can become tinged with a rosy pink towards autumn. Dichroa 

(blue evergreen hydrangea or Chinese quinine) is a genus of 12 species native of the foothills of the Himalayas from Nepal to 

China and Vietnam.  This less common member of the hydrangea family produces clusters of small, star-like blooms each with five 

petals and many colourful stamens. Blooms are usually blue but can also be pink or white, depending on the soil pH. In autumn 

clusters of shiny, cobalt blue berries add to the spectacle of the flowers. Finally, Dichroa febrifuga, is a native of the foothills of the 

Himalayas from Nepal to China and Vietnam.  Star-shaped flowers with prominent blue stamens are massed in large, rounded 

clusters. Like the hydrangeas, the flower colour reflects the pH of the soil. Bright metallic-blue berries develop after flowering. This 

is important in traditional Chinese medicine, where it is considered one of the 50 fundamental herbs; ‘febrifuga’ means ‘fever 

chasing’. Historically, these species are valued to cure malaria and rid the body of parasites, though alkaloids of Dichroa are known 

to be quite toxic!  
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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. 

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

www.friendsbgadelaide.com 
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