
SPECIAL PLANTS OF THE MONTH                        February 2021 
This month’s walk begins in the Simpson Shadehouse, recently reopened after repairs to the roof. A 
new feature is an exit leading directly into the Australian Forest, a shady arboretum of mainly 
Australian trees, initiated and developed by Richard Schomburgk, Director from 1865-1891 
 

See over page for map                                            *An Australian native 

1 Simpson Shade House First opened in 1919  
 The collection includes several ferns, one of the plant groups dispersed by spores.  Staghorns and elkhorns 

(Platycerium spp.) are attached to the roof supports, but look for the ground-dwelling brake fern (Pteris sp.) 
to see spore cases (sori) on the underside of the fronds.  Among the flowering plants housed here are 
monocots with strap-shaped leaves eg the white-flowered Ophiopogon, and Clivia with orange flowers, plus 
many broad-leaved (dicot) genera such as Streptocarpus, Hydrangea, Fuchsia, Begonia and Brillantaisia. 

*2 Plectranthus argentatus Silver spurflower NE NSW, SE Qld 
 The ground cover with soft, silvery leaves north of the shade house grows readily from cuttings and is a 

useful plant for shady spots in the garden, but may still need a little extra water in summer. Prune hard after 
flowering to keep it dense.  The epithet ‘argentatus’ is derived from ‘argenti’, the Latin for silver.   

*3 Eucalyptus camaldulensis River red gum Mainland Australia 
 The most widespread of the eucalypts, river red gum usually occurs along watercourses and on floodplains, 

but can also be found on hillsides.  Its location near First Creek suggests that this tall, smooth-barked 
individual is a remnant of the original vegetation, but it may have been planted as part of the Australian 
Forest.  Named for the Camaldoli Garden, Naples where, strangely enough, the species was first formally 
described by a German botanist from a specimen grown from seed collected in NSW by an English botanist. 

*4 Podocarpus elatus Illawarra plum Coastal Qld and NSW 
 The path behind the shade house eventually leads to a tall conifer, native to subtropical, riverine and littoral 

rainforests, whose seeds are not held in woody cones, but as single hard seeds attached to the drooping 
branchlets by a usually larger, fleshy, plum-coloured aril.  Podocarp means ‘foot fruit’. The sweetish, pine-
flavoured ‘fruit’ was prized by Aboriginal peoples and, as a condiment, by early European colonists.  

5 Aloysia triphylla  Lemon verbena Chile, Argentina 
 Now naturalized world-wide, lemon verbena was first brought to Madrid from South America in 1797 and 

grown for its valuable oil.  Sales were strictly controlled and unofficial imports were impounded.  It is used in 
liqueurs, as a tea, to flavour food, and for its perfume, but the oil can cause a severe skin reaction if 
exposed to the sun and is banned in several countries.  Gently bruise a leaf to release the wonderful scent! 

6 Platanus x acerifolia London plane This specimen was planted in 1870 

 

Thought to be a hybrid between Platanus occidentalis (the American sycamore) and Platanus orientalis (a 
native of Turkey and Greece), it was first recorded in England in 1663 and proved so tolerant of both poor 
soil and air pollution that it now graces the streets and parks of cities throughout the world.  The fresh, 
colourful pattern on the trunk revealed, when bark is shed in large plates, is particularly attractive.  

7 Bismarckia nobilis Bismarck palm Madagascar 
 The only member of its genus, this handsome, dioecious fan palm is endemic to the central highlands of 

Madagascar, where they are often the most prominent feature of semi-arid, open grassy plains.   

8 Cestrum aurantiacum Orange jessamine, night-scented jessamine           Tropical Americas 

 

In the bed south of the bridge you will find a group of shrubs with glossy green leaves and clusters of golden 
trumpet-shaped flowers (hence ‘aurantiacum’ from the Latin for gold).   A member of the family Solanaceae, 
all parts are poisonous, though it is often used as a herbal medicine in Peru.  On warm nights the flowers 
give off a pleasant spicy citrus scent but the crushed leaves are said to smell like ‘wet dog’! 

9 Phytolacca dioica Bella Sombra, Ombu, Elephant Tree Pampas of South America  

 

This large, multi-stemmed tree with its prominent swollen base, is often the only shade on the pampas. It is 
also planted for shade in cultivation.  A fast-growing species, it produces soft, spongy trunks and branches 
with a water content as high as 80%. The species can be manipulated as a bonsai.  The young leaves and 
roots are edible when cooked, but older leaves and perhaps other parts of the plant are poisonous.   

*10 Xanthorrhoea quadrangulata Grass Tree/Mt Lofty Grass Tree South Australia 
 The emerging flower spikes promise a mass of tiny white flowers which attract nectar-eating birds and 

butterflies.   The seeds are eaten by black cockatoos. Very slow growing, the trunk can reach 2 m, usually 
on dry rocky sites.  Grass trees provided spear shafts, an adhesive resin, food from leaf bases and nectar. 

11 Actinidia deliciosa Kiwi fruit, Chinese gooseberry     Central and Eastern China 
 This woody vine with large, heart-shaped leaves is grown for its sweet and tangy oval fruits.  In the early 

20th century New Zealand growers began commercial cultivation, marketing it as ‘kiwi fruit’ from 1962, a 
name formally adopted in 1974.   China, Italy and New Zealand are significant commercial growers.     

 


