
 

SEPTEMBER 2020 WALK FROM THE LOWER 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. 

 

Leave the carpark and walk towards Magnolia Gully which you will have passed on the way in, passing on the left 
Sequoia sempervirens (A) which was planted on the 31st October 1977 by then Governor Mr Keith Seaman O.B.E at 
the official opening of the Garden to the public.  On either side of the road is a colourful display of Helleborus (B), 
members of the buttercup (Ranunculaceae) family, the genus comprising approx. 20 species. The flowers have five 
“petals” really sepals, surrounding a ring of small, cup-like nectaries (petals modified to hold nectar) and prominent 
stamens.  The sepals do not fall as petals would, but remain on the plant, sometimes for many months. They plants 
are native to the northern temperate zones from Europe to western China and are particularly suited to woodland 
conditions, hence their appearance in many places in the Mt Lofty Garden.  

Many legends surround the hellebore.  In witchcraft it is believed to have ties to summoning demons. In Greek 
mythology, Melampus of Pylos used hellebore to save the daughters of the king of Argos from a madness, induced by 
Dionysus, that caused them to run naked through the city, crying, weeping, and screaming.  During the Siege of Kirrha 
in 585 BC, hellebore was reportedly used by the Greek besiegers to poison the city's water supply. The defenders 
were subsequently so weakened by diarrhoea that they were unable to defend the city from assault. Alexander the 
Great is believed to have died because of a hellebore overdose taken as medication. 

Approaching Magnolia Gully, take the first path uphill passing a large Chinese coffin tree, Cunninghamia 
lanceolata (C) on your right.  Cunnighamia is a prized timber tree in China, producing soft, highly durable scented 
wood similar to that of Coast Redwood and Sugi. It is used in particular for manufacture of coffins and in temple 
buildings where the scent is valued.   

On the right, look for the pale yellow flowers of the blackwood, Acacia melanoxylon (D).  This native wattle is found 
throughout south-eastern Australia and is prolific in Tasmania.  It is tall and relatively long-lived for a wattle tree.  The 
timber is hard and used for making furniture and musical instruments.  In Australia, the blackwood knows its place, but 
in South Africa it’s a noxious weed. 

The Magnolia Collection was established under the directorship of Dr 
Brian Morley.  The Magnolia family (Magnoleaceae) is one of the most 
primitive of the flowering plants; with magnolia-like fossils found from the 
mid-Cretaceous period.  The simple stamens with pollen sacs on either 
side is considered to be a particularly primitive feature.  Species may be 
evergreen or deciduous and all have large showy flowers and attractive 
buds.  The flowers of most species are edible, and the bark and flower 
buds of M. officinalis are used as a tonic in traditional Chinese medicine.  
They were named by Charles Plumier in honour of Pierre Magnol, a 
botanist at Montpelier, who died in 1715.  

 
Unlike most families, whose flower parts are arranged in whorls, the 
Magnoliaceae have their stamens and pistils in spirals on an elongate 
conical receptacle.  This arrangement is also found in some plant fossils 
and is believed to be a primitive condition for flowering plants.  Another 
primitive aspect is that their sepals and petals look alike, for which the 
term ‘tepals’ was coined.  Having evolved before bees appeared, the 
flowers developed to encourage pollination by beetles.  To avoid damage 
by these relatively heavy insects, magnolia and michelia flowers are 
extremely robust.   

 

 
Blooms will be developing over the spring, presenting a display whenever you choose to visit.  

 

Magnolia Heaven Scent, Bill Dowling 
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Michelia, another member of the Magnoleaceae, has around 45 
species of mainly evergreen, tropical trees.  The leaves are magnolia 
like, shiny above and sometimes hairy beneath.  They produce scented 
flowers, and some have scented wood.  The flowers are showy and 
appear from the base of the leaf, where magnolias flower at the end of 
the stem.  They were named after Florentine botanist Pietro Antonio 
Micheli (1679-1737).  The well known port wine magnolia, Michelia 
figo, is a member of this family.   

 

 

The path passes through several tall shrubby varieties of Cryptomeria 
japonica (E) including the popular ‘Monstrosa’.  These are cultivated varieties of the beautiful Japanese redwood, a 
majestic tree which can still be seen in its original form in the mountain forests of Japan and at the foot of 
Rhododendron Gully here in these gardens.  Nurseries have modified the original over many years to produce dozens 
of cultivars.  Cryptomeria is a monotypic genus of plants, meaning that there is only one species, Cryptomeria 
japonica, despite the many cultivars found throughout the world 

On the right, Japanese black pine, Pinus thunbergia (F) is native to coastal Japan and South Korea.  Its common 
name refers its bark which turns black as the trunk and branches mature, this tree is slow growing, only 30 to 40 cm a 
year. In its natural setting it will grow to 40 metres, but unlikely to reach this height in cultivation.  In Japan it is often 
trained into pleasing branch shapes and used commonly for bonsai. Pine needles come in little bunches bound 
together by a sheath at their base. Here there are 2, but pine trees can have up to 5 needles in a bunch or fascicle.  

On both sides of the path, the very long needles of Mexican pine, Pinus michoacana (G), glisten in the sunshine.  
The trees occur in central and western Mexico, particularly in the Michoacan mountains, but have a range of different 
environments.  The wood is fire resistant, and the needles which are in fascicles of 5, are the longest of any pine – up 
to 40cm long.  When the needles drop they leave a black scale on the branch which can be clearly seen here.  The 
wood is considered of good quality, and is used for joinery, furniture and parquet, though also for firewood and pulp. 

Continuing to the top of the hill, you will find several tall Podocarpus trees, a genus of around 110 species in the 
family Podocarpaceae.  Podocarpus were dominant Gymnosperm plants in the Jurrasic era 200 million years ago 
before Gondwana started to break up and before Angiosperm ‘flowering’ plants existed.  As the ice caps melted 
Antarctic flora such as Podocarpus retreated to more humid regions like Australia. They are conifers, slow growing 
and mostly evergreen, though more related to yews than pines. 

The name is Greek for footed stalk as the fruits while technically cones, look more like large berries sitting on fat 
stalks. They are wind pollinated and generally dioecious, that is individual trees are male or female, not both. The 
wood of most species is yellowish. 

Taking the road downhill, you now come to an area dotted with small and large conifers from the family 
Araucariaceae, commonly called araucarias. There are 38 species in this family from the Southern hemisphere Pacific 
and South America. This hill is planted with species from New Caledonia which inexplicably has 20 species, 14 of 
which are endemic (growing only there).  These trees have been present on earth since the Jurassic era (see 
Podocarps above) so it’s no surprise that the naturalist David Attenborough filmed ‘Walking with Dinosaurs’ there. 

These trees are very long lived (some up to 1000 years) and grow to 60 metres in height.  

Across the brow of the hill among the Araucarias, is a colony of scented sundews Drosera whittakeri (H)  Ground 
hugging rosettes of broadly spathulate leaves can be seen in varying colours from green, orange to red. They are 
carnivorous perennial herbs, and a closer examination can reveal dew-like droplets of a sweet liquid that attracts 
insects which then become trapped. Enzymes released by the plant dissolve the insect and absorb its nutrients. This 
is an evolutionary strategy to supplement nutrient demand for plants growing on impoverished soils. On sunny days of 
winter/spring eye-catching white, perfumed, flowers appear on short erect stalks. 

This same area is also noted for the appearance of small native orchids during spring. If you happen to be able to spot 
any of these, you will be rewarded views of intricately designed beautiful flowers. 

Joseph Whittaker arrived with Lt.Col. George Gawler, SA’s second Governor, as a gardener in 1839. During breaks in 
his employment he collected and preserved a wide range of plant specimens, particularly from the mountainous 
district of the Fleurieu Peninsula, Encounter Bay and Mount Barker. He returned to England with a collection of 300 
plant specimens for Kew Gardens in 1840. 

Around the bend on the lower part of this hill are several 1-3 metre high native bushes of large-leaf bush-pea, 
Pultenaea daphnoides (I) so named because the dark-green glossy, distinctive leaves, are broadest at the tip and 
resemble those of Daphne, an old name for bay-laurel plant and have a small spine at their apex. Stalkless pea type 
flowers form dense clusters at the end of the branches from August to November and open yellow with red markings. 
Before they open obvious brown bracts protect the buds. The fruit which follows is a hairy, flat, brown pod to 7 mm 
long. The species occurs naturally in forests of the southern Mount Lofty Ranges, Kangaroo Island and parts of Qld, 
NSW, Vic and Tasmania. family Fabaceae. 

Michelia doltsopa, Bill Dowling 



You may see 10 to 15 cm long spikes of white or creamy flowers amongst the grasses alongside the track.  These are 
Stackhousia species, commonly known as candles or creamy candles and are common spring wildflowers of the Mt 
Lofty Ranges.  They can cover whole hillsides as spring turns to summer, making a spectacular show.  In some years, 
they can be found as early as July and as late as December. 

At the bend in the road, take the small path directly ahead, where an 
interesting collection of Gondwana period trees can be found.  While still 
following the ancient Gondwana family connections which have evolved 
and continued to survive on the continents which broke apart millions of 
years ago, we have on the left two genus of the Cupressaceae 
Widdringtonia wallichii (J), native to the Cedarberg Mountains in 
South Africa, one of four southern African species.  Locally known as 
cedars or African cypresses, they can be large shrubs or trees 5-20m 
tall and produce distinctive cones, as shown, which remain on the trees 
for many years till fire will cause seed dispersal.  Callitris spp Native 
Pine, the Australian equivalent, is widespread throughout the lower 
rainfall areas and consists of about 20 species. Some species can grow 
to 25m in more  favourable conditions.  The cones have distinctive scales, which are one of the few features 
distinguishing these from their African relations. The wood in both genus is dense with attractive grain structure, is 
termite and rot resistant and burns with a sweet incense like aroma. 

Another Podocarp species, Podocarpus chinensis (K) is on the left hand side.  These two beautiful Plum pines are 
endemic to China, Japan, Myanmar and Taiwan. They grow in forests up to 1000m in altitude, and can grow to 10 
metres. The leaves are glossy, dark green and spirally placed.  The roots are non-invasive making it a useful tree for 
landscaping.     The ripe red ‘fruit’ is edible but all else is toxic.  Birds eat the ‘fruits’ and disperse the seeds.  The trees 
may be long lived.  Temple trees in China can be hundreds of years old, often planted as they were unpalatable to 
wildlife, and they have been popular for Bonsai enthusiasts for a long time.   

Yet another, Podocarpus nivalis, snow Totara (L),  from Alpine New Zealand is one of the world’s smallest conifers 
and such a contrast to the first members of this family we viewed. Its leaves bronze in extreme cold and it can survive 
under snow for long periods.  It is generally prostrate and as it spreads its branches root where they touch the ground, 
otherwise it can grow up to three metres high but needs high rainfall.  The ‘fruit’, a receptacle for the pine shaped 
seed, becomes red, fleshy, sweet and attractive to birds.  The wood has been highly valued for Maori carving and war 
canoes.  The trees are considered sacred and traditionally each tree taken down must be replaced. The wood is rot 
resistant and used for fencing, floor pilings and railway sleepers. 

On the left, one of the 15 New Caledonia species, Agathis montana (M), has very attractive flaking bark which 
reveals reddish-brown patches underneath.  In its natural habitat it is restricted to the summits of the Mount Panie 
range in New Caledonia, and was first described in 1969 as one of the New Caledonia kauri.    We are more familiar 
with the New Zealand kauri, Agathis australis which you may also find on this walk.   

Taking the bitumen path down into New Zealand Gully, on the left you will find red beech, Nothofagus fusca (N) 
clearly showing its leaf colour giving it its common name.  A key recognition feature of Nothofagus clearly seen here is 
the small, parallel-veined, toothed leaves and small fruits like those of beech (Fagus).  Many species are valuable 
timber trees.   

Continuing down the steep path, heavy moss growth can be seen on the banks to the right.  New Zealand Gully is 
such an interesting area we will return to it in detail in coming months.   

At the bottom of the path, before joining the road downhill, on the right hand side an interesting Australian native, 
endemic to Queensland, New South Wales and Victoria, the sandpaper fig, Ficus coronata (O).  A shrubby tree with 
rough sandpapery leaves which discourage leaf feeders, they were used by the indigenous Australians for the final 
smoothing of their weapons.  The flowers are borne inside a capsule, as in all figs, requiring a specialized wasp to 
enter via a small hole at the end for pollination.  The specific name ‘coronata’ refers to the tiny pink protrusions at the 
end which form a “crown”.  Often found growing on creek banks, they are said to be amongst the best flavoured of the 
native figs, though the skin is an irritant and must be removed.   

Walking back along the road, on the right hand side there are several large Exocarpos curpressiformis, native 
cherry, cherry ballart or Illawarra cherry (P).  The common names reflect the appearance of the swollen, red, fleshy 
edible stem, with a seed outside the fruit.  Exocarpus is a genus of 26 species, 9 in Australia and 6 in South Australia.  
Australian Aborigines consumed the “berries” and used other parts of the native cherry as medicine. For example, the 
twigs of native cherry were used as bitter tonic and astringent.   

 

Compiled by  GB,  LE, BD, HM, DS, HK and NF 08/20 

 

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 

 

Widdringtonia cone, Bill Dowling 
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