
SPECIAL PLANTS OF THE MONTH                        July 2021 
This month’s list contains a number of epiphytes - plants which normally grow on other plants in their 
natural environment.  In this mid-winter month we have included a couple of glasshouses to warm 
you up along the way.  Nestled under the pink-flowered Madagascar periwinkle in the Palm House is 
a tiny, prostrate cactus, Rhipsalis baccifera, which often cascades from tree branches in the wild.  

See over page for map                                            *An Australian native 

*1 Platycerium superbum Elkhorn North-eastern NSW, QLD  
 The magnificent elkhorn ferns hanging on the south-facing wall of the Simpson shadehouse are said to be 

up to 95 years old.   These tropical to temperate ferns are epiphytes, but are not parasitic on the host.   A 
nest of fronds captures falling leaves and other detritus.  As organic material collects and decays, this mini 
ecosystem with its diverse microbiota provides the mineral nutrients needed to sustain the plant. 

2 Puya ferruginea Achupalla Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru 
 This terrestrial bromeliad has dense rosettes of long, narrow, silvery-green leaves that often curl at the tips. 

The flowers are loosely arranged on a branched flower stalk.  The pale-green, delicate petals contrast 
attractively with the dark, velvety, bronze sepals (ferruginea means rust-coloured).  They are adapted to 
high deserts and are pollinated by bats. The local name, achupalla, is applied to many species of Puya. 

3 Vriesea ospinae var. ospinae (a Colombian endemic)  V. philippo-coburgii (a Brazilian endemic)   
 The northern corridor of the Waterlily Pavilion contains a variety of bromeliads.  Many are epiphytes with 

roots used only for anchorage.  Towards the western end are two epiphytic species of Vriesea in flower.   
Known as tank bromeliads, they hold nutrient-rich water in a cistern formed from tightly overlapping rosettes 
of fleshy leaves.  The flower stalks (scapes) arise from growing points deep within the rosettes.   The 
developing scape of V. ospinae ends in a dense spearhead of overlapping yellow bracts, whereas the red 
bracts and yellow flowers of V. philippo-coburgii  are borne on a scape much like that of the Puya above.  

4 Megaskepasma erythrochlamys Brazilian red cloak Tropical South America 
 This species provides a splash of colour in late autumn and winter.  The small, white, two-lipped flowers are 

‘cloaked’ in conspicuous pinkish-red bracts.   The only species in its genus, it is easily grown from cuttings 
in tropical to warm temperate climates.   Monstera deliciosa from Central America is also flowering nearby. 

5 Quercus macrocarpa Burr oak, mossy-cup oak, scrub oak Eastern North America 
 In summer, the majestic oak overhanging the tables outside the Simpson Kiosk has a broad, open crown, 

with a shady canopy of glossy, dark-green, lobed leaves.  When the leaves fall in autumn, its impressive 
architecture comes into full view.  This specimen was planted in 1901 by Hallam Tennyson (the eldest son 
of the British Poet Laureate), during his 3-year tenure as Governor of South Australia.  The acorns are the 
largest of any North American oak, hence the name macrocarpa - ‘large fruit’.   

6 Sphaeralcea umbellata   (now Phymosia umbellata) Mexican globe mallow Mexico 

 

This ornamental shrub on the marked path has handsome slightly furry leaves and umbels of cerise flowers.  
Tolerant of cold, drought and heat, it is grown in gardens around the world.  It can be brittle so needs some 
shelter from wind, but like other mallows, eg hollyhocks and hibiscus, regrowth is rapid.  The pectins which 
give the slimy texture to crushed mallow tissues were a component of the original version of marshmallow. 

7 Ilex opaca American holly  Eastern and Central USA 
 Further along the path is an American holly, an evergreen tree to 18m with thick leathery leaves with either 

plain or spiny margins.  Its small greenish-white male and female flowers (now finished) are usually on 
separate trees.  Bright red fruits on female trees ripen in autumn and persist throughout winter. The foliage 
of this and some other species of Ilex is used for Christmas decorations in northern hemisphere countries. 

8 Umbellularia californica California laurel, myrtlewood California, Oregon 

 

The leaves of this impressive evergreen hardwood are sometimes used as a substitute for bay leaves, but 
sparingly as they have a much stronger flavor.  The very hard, fine wood has tonal properties suitable for 
woodwind or acoustic stringed instruments.  During a cash-flow crisis in North Bend, Oregon in 1933 the city 
briefly printed its own currency on myrtlewood discs (25 cent to $10 coins).  Unredeemed coins are still legal 
tender in that city today, though historical or rarity value is, no doubt, much greater than their face value.   

9 Arbutus andrachne Greek strawberry tree, koumaria                       Eastern Mediterranean 

 

Koumaria is a beautiful, spreading evergreen tree to 12 metres, with striking cinnamon-brown bark which 
peels to reveal attractive inner bark.  Creamy-white, urn-shaped flowers, in clusters at the tips of branches, 
will develop into small red berries which are edible but astringent.  In Greece they are used to make a 
liqueur, or dried to eat as a sweet.   They are also reputed to have medicinal benefits.  

10 Palm House   
 This elegant glasshouse, imported from Bremen in the 1870s and assembled here, is one of the treasures 

of the Adelaide Botanic Garden.  The grotto at the western end, with its delicate maidenhair fern, was built 
from fossil-bearing limestone from the Black Forest in SW Germany.  Since the mid-1990s, after restoration, 
it has housed a collection of plants from Madagascar, many from the spiny forests of the south-west which 
are poorly-preserved and under threat from fire and harvesting for charcoal, firewood and construction.   

 


