
SPECIAL PLANTS OF THE MONTH                        May 2021 
This month’s list includes toxic species (#5, #11) with sap that should be kept well away from skin 
and eyes.  Any reference to the use of toxic species as food or medicines should be read with the 
understanding that traditional use is based on long experience and often long and complicated 
preparation to remove toxins.  They may also have adverse interactions with prescription medicines. 

See over page for map                                          *An Australian native 

*1 Cordyline spp. Palm lilies, cabbage palms Western Pacific, NZ, Australia, PNG, SE Asia 
 Along the sawdust path just north of the glass sculpture, is a patch of tall palm lilies with strap-shaped 

leaves, and drooping panicles of deep-red berries.   Here they are often grown as ornamentals, but various 
members of this genus play a large part in the religious, cultural and economic life of Western Pacific and 
SE Asian peoples - from sources of food and fibre to involvement in creation stories. 

*2 Wollemia nobilis Wollemi pine Wollemi National Park, NSW, Australia 
 Further along, where the path bends left, look for a young 4m specimen of Wollemi ‘pine’, with round, green 

seed cones at the top of the canopy emerging from the surrounding shrubs. The slender, red-brown pollen 
cones droop from branchlets lower down.  Wollemia was a genus of conifers known only as fossils until a 
relict population of Wollemia nobilis was discovered in a remote area of the Wollemi National Park in 1994.  

*3 Deeringia amaranthoides Shrubby deeringia India to S. China, PNG, N. Australia, New Caledonia 
 This pale-green scrambling shrub with its pendulous spikes of red berries can also be a climber with long 

arching branches.  It flowers and fruits all year, but mostly from December to August.  It grows on the edges 
of rainforests, vine thickets and scrubs, but is sometimes cultivated for its medicinal properties, including the 
use of leaf extracts to treat dysentery and chicken pox, as well as poultices for sores and inflammation. 

4 Dombeya tiliacea Cape wedding flower Eastern Cape to KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa 
 This small spreading tree with heart-shaped leaves and pure-white, perfumed flowers overhangs the path 

leading to the Classground.  When ripe, the fruit is a small, rounded capsule nestled in the rusty-brown 
remains of the flowers, which may help to float the enclosed seeds away from the parent tree.   

5 Euphorbia spp. Spurges Africa, Americas, Asia, Europe, Pacific Is and Australia 
 With about 2000 species, Euphorbia is one of the largest genera of flowering plants, including tiny annual 

herbs to, sometimes spiny, shrubs or large trees.  The spiny succulents of the old-world deserts are often 
mistaken for the cacti of the Americas.  Among the species here are E. milii (crown of thorns), E. neriifolia 
(Indian tree spurge) and E. pulcherrima (poinsettia).  Apart from their unique flowerheads, Euphorbias are 
characterized by a poisonous, white, milky or latex-like sap which deters insects and other herbivores. 

6 Ginkgo biloba Ginkgo Temple gardens of China and Japan 

 

Ginkgo or maidenhair tree for its elegant leaves, is native to China.  It is the only surviving species in the 
ancient order Ginkgoales, which first appeared 290 million years ago, and is sometimes referred to as a 
living fossil.  An extract from the fan-shaped leaves is thought to enhance brain health and so assist 
memory.  This large specimen is a male, and should be displaying its autumn colours in May. 

*7 Banksia integrifolia Coast banksia Victoria and coastal NSW to SE Queensland 
 Named for Joseph Banks this widely-grown ornamental has dense spikes of tiny pale-yellow flowers which 

develop into woody fruits in a cone-like structure, shedding seed in late spring early summer.   They provide 
nectar and pollen for many bird, arboreal mammal and insect species, as well as seeds for cockatoos. 

8 Citrus myrtifolia Chinotto, sour orange Libya, southern France, Italy, Sicily, Malta 

 

Thought to be a mutation of C. aurantium (Seville orange), chinotto is a compact citrus with no thorns and 
small leaves resembling those of the common myrtle. The bitter flesh sweetens with cooking and instils the 
essential flavour of Campari.  It is available as a bitter carbonated drink often served with fish, and candied 
rind is added to Panettone at Christmas.  Good for containers and very suited to our climate. 

*9 Macadamia ‘Hidden Valley A4’ Dwarf macadamia Cultivar 

 

One of several cultivars developed and propagated for commercial growers by Hidden Valley Plantations, 
Beerwah Qld, dwarf macadamias are also popular for home gardens. A hybrid of rough-shelled M. 
tetraphylla from NE NSW and the smooth-shelled M. integrifolia from SE Qld, it produces high yields of large 
nuts and tolerates even the cooler climate in Tasmania. Look for clumps of unripe fruits within the canopy.  

10 Withania somnifera Ashwagandha, Indian ginseng    Africa, Mediterranean, Yemen, South Asia,  
 Though its powdered root has long been used in Ayurvedic (traditional Indian) medicine, this plant is one of 

the many highly toxic members of the family Solanaceae.  Unlike the related tomato, potato and eggplant, it 
should not be eaten.  The common name (from Sanskrit; ashwa -horse, gandha -smell) refers to the strong 
smell of the roots.  Its tiny green flowers produce bright-red berries encased in inflated, papery calyces. 

11 Adenia stylosa Purple vine of evil, candlestick plant Northern Madagascar 
 Against the south-western wall in the Palm House, is a vine-like succulent with a swollen green stem (or 

caudex) which sometimes exudes a substance resembling dripping candlestick wax.   It grows in shade in 
dry forests and scrub, usually wedged between rocks on an isolated hill or mountain.  All parts of the plant 
are toxic, hence the reference to ‘evil’, although the toxic bark has been used to treat scabies. 

 


