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‘Gardens are not made by singing “oh, how beautiful” and sitting 

in the shade’    Rudyard Kipling

some of you may be aware that the council of the Friends 

of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne has commenced 

a planning process. the Gardens has issued its corporate 

Plan and, as a major support group for the organisation, 

we want to contribute to its growth and development. 

our major goal is to grow our membership and thereby 

help more people engage with the important work done 

at the Gardens.

Of course we are not professional horticulturists or scientists, 

but we bring many other talents and we give our time, energy 

and funds to this cause. In return our members enjoy a closer 

engagement with the organisation through art, crafts, growing 

plants and being better informed on a variety of related topics. 

Just visiting the Gardens is inspiring. Looking at a single 

tree – one of the oaks on the Oak Lawn or a wonderful, historic 

English elm – we, who love gardens and nature, know that 

we are not looking at a mere tree. Rather, we are looking at 

something of great value. I love to try to observe the whole 

network of lichens and mosses, insects, birds and mammals 

that rely on that single specimen, let alone a whole forest.

Just recently I was thrilled to visit the Muir Woods in Marin 

County, California. Known as a tree-lover’s monument I just had 

to see it for myself and experience what John Muir said in 1911, 

‘when we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to 

everything else in the Universe’. 

I use my observations to inspire drawing (I’m hopeless, by 

the way; you won’t see my work for sale at any exhibition!) and 

sewing (I’m a little better here). I wonder what the Gardens 

inspires you to do.

The more we talk with each other about what it is that drives 

us to keep coming back, bringing our families and especially 

our children, the more we can get this message out to the wider 

community. So don’t just ‘sit in the shade’, do spread the word 

and help the Gardens grow.

If you have any ideas that could help us reach our goals, please 

let us know by contacting the Friends’ office on 9650 6398.

Sally Hirst

Redwoods in the Muir Woods National Monument.               Photo: Sally Hirst

from the president
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Biggest Flower in Australia!
The big news in March was our third flowering of the Titan Arum 

(Amorphophallus titanum). Not just getting one of the two 

tubers that flowered two years ago to bloom again so soon – 

it’s usually 4-5 years between flowerings –  but producing the 

tallest ever in Australia and rising 5 cm taller than the best that 

Kew Gardens could achieve (not that it’s competitive…). Is it 

the biggest cluster of flowers or the biggest flower? Take a look 

at my blog post on this subject: http://talkingplants.blogspot.

com.au/2015/03/titan-arums-honorary-flower.html. I don’t have 

numbers to hand but we had (well-managed) queues all weekend 

(14/15 March) with some people waiting up to an hour, but still 

happy. Our Titan Arum was also the first, we believe, to have its 

own Twitter handle (@RBGTitanArum) – it trended very nicely on 

other social media (e.g. Facebook and Instagram) as well.

The passing of the Separation Tree

About 25 per cent of the canopy of the Separation Tree has been 

removed to make it safe. The rest will remain in place for a few 

weeks, after which it will be reassessed and cut back a bit further 

The plan at this stage is to leave a substantive part of the tree 

– the trunk and probably the stubs of the main branches – for 

a longer period while we decide what to do with the remaining 

portion. We will most likely keep something in situ, either as it 

is or with minor carving, although this will depend on the tree’s 

stability and aesthetics. The wood cut from the tree will be used to 

create something, or some things, to commemorate the historical 

importance of the tree. As you’d imagine, we have had many 

suggestions and offers of assistance in this regard. In terms of the 

genetic lineage, there is the 64-year-old descendant nearby plus 

two younger ones, and numerous seedlings distributed to schools 

and botanic gardens throughout Victoria. 

Lime tree’s burst of bronze

As one tree passes another is planted. Take a look at the new 

Tilia (Lime Tree) planted in December by the musician and writer 

Nick Cave. It sits on the edge of the Ornamental Lake at Picnic 

Point, opposite the Terrace. The species is Tilia henryana, Henry’s 

Lime (or sometimes Toothed Chinese Linden). I think it’s the 

first time we’ve grown it. It’s an Ernest Wilson-collected species 

from China, introduced to the West around 1901 and named 

after another prolific plant collector, Augustine Henry. The leaves 

are described as ‘sea-green’ when mature, glossy above and 

silvery below. The new leaves, though, are silvery-pink or copper-

coloured, and appear in mid to late summer as well as in spring. 

We had a lovely flush of growth in January, as expected, perhaps 

assisted by the mild summer. In his recent book on Henry, 

Seamus O’Brien describes this species as ‘the largest of all the 

lime trees from western and central China, and without a doubt 

the most beautiful’.

Helpful trip advice

Like me, I’m sure you focus disproportionately on the few 

complaints and gripes we get (as we must) but the overwhelming 

response from visitors is extremely positive. Here are just a couple 

of the more upbeat Trip Advisor reviews we’ve received recently.

Great way to spend an afternoon (18 January 2015): “Spent 

Boxing Day walking round the gardens which are on the south bank 

of the Yarra with lovely views looking back to the city. Free to get in 

and you are encouraged to walk on the grass and enjoy the many 

plants and trees. There is a restaurant by the lake but we took a 

picnic and sat on the grass looking across to the city. Takes at least 

a couple of hours but would thoroughly recommend taking the time 

to go there if you can. Handy free maps available at the entrance 

near the Shrine of Remembrance (which is also well worth a visit).”

Left:  The newly-lopped Separation Tree and (right) the view from the top of the tree as work progressed.                   Photos: Will Jones

from the gardens
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Breathtaking! (11 January 2015): “The botanical gardens are 

magic. Acres of beautiful gardens, a lake, a superb restaurant 

and the most wonderful children’s garden right in the middle of 

the city. Once inside it is hard to believe that you are so close 

to the hustle and bustle of a busy city. I would put the botanical 

gardens towards the top of my ‘must do list’ while staying in 

Melbourne. (If you take young children to the children’s garden 

then take a change of clothes and a towel. I can promise they 

will have a wonderful time and get very wet).”

Something very special (4 January 2015): “Note that there 

are two distinct parts to the gardens – the large Cranbourne 

Gardens and the Australian Garden. This review is of the 

Australian Garden. A wonderful place. A place of serenity and 

magic. If you are interested in Australian plants or gardening with 

Australian plants, this is a must. Read as much as you can on 

the website...”

And Disney...

In the same vein, I can’t resist adding these two examples of 

feedback on the Disney Trail app, which finished at the end 

of February. We’ve had considerable positive interest in the 

app since it became the focus of some controversial media 

attention before Christmas. Covering both botanic gardens in 

Sydney and Melbourne there were more than 10,000 downloads 

and as many happy families in both cities, drawing comments 

such as these:

(22 January 2015): “This quick message is to congratulate your 

company on the wonderful concept that is Disney Fairies Trail 

currently running at the Royal Botanical Garden in Sydney. My 

three very excited children have just spent the last 30 minutes 

telling me all about the adventure they had with their mother 

today, exploring and learning about the gardens. As a father, I am 

really impressed with the use of technology, which a lot of parents 

have a hard time taking their kids away from, to encourage 

physical activity and learning. I truly hope that Disney continues 

this partnership with the Royal Botanical Gardens in the future, or 

even expands this concept into other areas that also encourage 

the combination of learning, IT, and exploring the great outdoors. 

Thank you very much for giving my children such a memorable 

experience.”

(28 January 2015): “We had a lovely 3.5 hours picnicking in and 

exploring the gardens while on the Disney Fairies Trail today. 

What an excellent idea. I normally can’t get my 3-year-old son 

past the garden sculptures opposite the Children’s Garden and 

6-year-old daughter adored it too. I also discovered some new 

areas I didn’t know existed (like the volcano).”

Tim Entwisle, Director 

Director Tim Entwisle beside the Titan Arum, which flowered in March.   
     Photo: Michael McNabb

Letter to the Editor

Many were appalled at the loss through vandalism of 

the Separation Tree in the Royal Botanic Gardens. There 

is a side to the matter which might interest readers of 

this newsletter. A tree takes up carbon dioxide from the 

atmosphere at a rate of one tonne every forty years. The 

Separation Tree is estimated to be 400 years old, so it will 

have removed about ten tonnes of carbon dioxide over 

its sadly-terminated life span.

Clifford Jones  

Federation University, Australia

from the  gardens
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 book EvEnts onlinE, on our booking form or download onE from thE EvEnts pagE on 

our wEbsitE: www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org  For disabled access to onsite Events please contact the Friends’ office.

‘essence of Australia’ 

at RHs Hampton court 

Palace Flower show
Illustrated talk by Jim 

Fogarty and tim entwisle

Thursday 11 June  

at 6 for 6.30 pm

Mueller Hall, National Herbarium

Friends: $20   Non-members:$25

Students: $10

Refreshments will be served 

before the talk.

A behind-the-scenes talk by project designer Jim Fogarty on 

the making of the Royal Botanic Gardens ‘Essence of Australia’ 

garden that was awarded the prestigious Tudor Rose Award for 

Best Show Garden at the Royal Horticultural Society Hampton 

Court Palace Flower Show 2014. This Flower Show is the largest 

of the RHS shows and is said to be one of the biggest garden 

shows in the world. Learn how a group of Australians which 

included Royal Botanic Gardens staff were able to produce 

a uniquely Australian garden filled with Australian plants to 

encourage British gardeners to visit Australia as part of a key 

tourism initiative. The talk includes an introduction by Tim 

Entwisle, Director, Royal Botanic Gardens.

Visit to the 

Johnston collection 
Winter Fit Friends Ramble

Tuesday 16 June 

Meet punctually at 9.50 am in 

the lobby of the Pullman on 

the Park Hotel, 192 Wellington 

Parade, East Melbourne. 

Take public transport to hotel 

by tram 48 or 75 and get off 

at Tram Stop 11.

Friends: $25   Non-members $30

The Johnston Collection courtesy bus will take us to the house 

museum. Cost includes entry to the display.

William Johnston’s love of history and beautiful things, as well 

as his eye for the exotic, all come to life in this house-museum tour, 

explored against the background of Johnston’s life and collection.

Martin Allen Rearranges William Johnston’s Collection will 

be the focus of our winter ramble. The Rearranging William 

Johnston’s Collection series offers an opportunity to see the 

collection through another person’s eyes. Martin Allen of Martin 

Allen Antiques will interpret the collection and exhibit the pieces 

in an original, charming manner. On arrival we will be served 

morning tea.

Image credit: Fairhall, The Green Room (as arranged by David McAllister)     

Photo: Adam Luttick, LutsPhotography

curiosities and 

Wonders
Winter Insiders’ Walk

Tuesday 23 June at 10 am

Gate Lodge, 100 Birdwood Ave 

$20 MEMBERS ONLY

Meet for refreshments at 10 am. 

The walk begins at 10:20 am.

Book early as numbers will 

be limited.

After morning tea and introductions at Gate Lodge let the 

Voluntary Guides show you some of the botanical curiosities in 

the Royal Botanic Gardens in Melbourne. It might be the oldest 

exotic plant, or the highest tree, or the tree with a fossil history, 

or the only tree in its genus. It might be the plant that gave 

Stradivarius the marvellous red varnish he used on his violins or 

plants that belonged to the dinosaur age. It might be the story 

of the discovery of plants thought long lost or discovered by 

chance. It might be all of these curious stories and the plants 

that made them into oddities. To quote Alice: ‘Curiouser and 

curiouser!’ 

events
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book EvEnts onlinE, on our booking form or download onE from thE EvEnts pagE on 

our wEbsitE: www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org  For disabled access to onsite Events please contact the Friends’ office.

national Herbarium 

of Victoria:  Ferns in 

the special collection
Winter Insiders’ Walk 

Guided tour by Dr Pina Milne

Thursday 23 July at 10 am

Gate Lodge, 100 Birdwood Ave 

$20 MEMBERS ONLY

Meet for refreshments at 10 am. 

The walk begins at 10:20 am.

Warmed with morning tea and a brisk walk from Gate Lodge 

to the Herbarium we will start our tour in the mounting room to 

observe the intricate and detailed work involved in preserving 

plant specimens. 

Dr Milne will discuss the work of the scientists and the impor- 

tance of the Herbarium fern specimens. She will inspire you with 

stories and discoveries associated with these unique collections. 

Upstairs we will visit the Herbarium library to see rare and 

beautiful books, some dating back over 200 years, and look at 

several volumes dedicated to ferns.

NOTE that this is a strictly limited number entry so please book 

early. After having made a booking if unavoidable circumstances 

arise and you are unable to attend, please inform the Friends’ 

office – 03 9650 6398 as soon as possible.

two Illustrated 

travel talks
Insider talks 

by Lynsey Poore and 

Virginia Heywood

Wednesday 8 July

9.45 for 10 am to noon.

The Lodge  

Melbourne Grammar School

355 St Kilda Road, Melbourne

Friends: $25  Non-members: $30 

Morning tea will be served 

between the two talks.

Talk 1: Wildflowers of the 

Desert in Southwest USA 

Talk 2: Adventures in 

Iceland, Alaska and 

England 

FRBG members travel to many places in the world, sometimes 

off the beaten track, to enjoy gardens, returning with beautiful 

memories and images. Our new series of members’ talks is 

called Insider Talks and this year features two avid garden 

travellers and adventurers.

Talk 1.  Springtime is a magical time to see desert wildflowers. 

With this in mind, Lynsey Poore travelled to two of the four major 

deserts of North America, the Mojave and the Sonoran. The 

Joshua Tree National Park is within the Mojave Desert and home 

to the famous Joshua Tree, a species of Yucca. In the desert 

oases the Californian Fan Palm grows. Cacti grow densely in 

natural gardens. The Sonoran Desert is the only place in the 

world where the famous Saguaro cactus is found in the wild. 

Other cacti abound with flower colours of red, pink, yellow 

and white. Desert sand verbena and evening primroses are 

abundant.

Talk 2.  Virginia Heywood has recently travelled to Iceland and 

was mesmerised by the austere and atmospheric landscapes. 

In contrast to Iceland, her walking tour in the wilds of Alaska, 

complete with close-ups of bears fishing for salmon. These 

memorable experiences, captured in pictures and anecdotes, 

will enthral and amuse. Virginia’s illustrated talk will be rounded 

out with an insider’s visit to Sissinghurst and Great Dixter, 

gardens seen through the eyes of an intrepid adventurer.

There is free underground parking adjacent to The Lodge. Enter 

from St Kilda Road.

events
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elkhorn and staghorn 

Ferns, orchids and 

Bromeliads
Winter talking Plants

Friday 31 July at 10 am

Domain House  

Dallas Brooks Drive

Friends: $15  Non-members: $20 

Morning tea will be served at 

10 am. 

Our presenter has been growing and studying epiphytic/

lithophytic ferns, orchids and bromeliads for over 25 years.

This presentation will give an insight into the natural habitat 

and conditions in which these plants flourish, including advice 

on how to divide, grow and maintain staghorn, elkhorn and 

birds- nest ferns, orchids and bromeliads. We will receive tips 

on fertilising, pest control and watering. 

There will be a hands-on demonstration to show how to turn 

a difficult-to-manage plant into a joy in the garden. These plants 

can be an heirloom to share with family and friends as some 

can grow for generations, if kept to a manageable size. 

There will be plants for sale at the end of the talk.

Gardens Full of 

sun and Light in 

southern France
Illustrated talk by John 

Patrick, Landscape designer, 

author and travel guide

Thursday 13 August 

at 6 for 6.30 pm

Mueller Hall, National Herbarium

Friends: $20  Non-members: $25 

Students: $10

Having visited many of the world’s great gardens, John 

particularly enjoys the gardens of France.

With their Mediterranean climate, harsh soils, strong drying 

winds and coastal exposure in some places, the gardens of 

Southern France have many similarities with our own. Here are 

gardens that delight the eye and fascinate the plant lover. On 

top of this, Southern France has the influence of great Twentieth 

Century artists, Matisse, Cocteau and Picasso among others.   

Come on an exciting winter journey to view gardens full of 

sun and light, featuring the work of Pierre Berge, Tom Parr and 

Nicole de Vesian. No doubt John will also mention some of the 

marvellous food sampled on the way!

Refreshments will be served before the talk.

A Day in the Upper 

Yarra Ranges 
self-Drive Day trip to two 

private gardens in seville.

Wednesday 26 August at 11 am

Friends: $35  Non-members: $45

Includes morning tea and lunch.

Full driving instructions for 

both gardens will be provided 

when you book. Car-pooling 

recommended.

Over morning tea the owner of the first garden will explain how 

her love of English cottage gardens was adapted to suit the 

local hot windy conditions.

A frog pond, ornamental lake and dam in the bottom 

paddock are home to three different frog varieties. This is a 

garden that is wonderful in late winter with camellias, grevilleas 

and myriad bulbs in bloom.

Our second stop is a 30-acre property with a fairyland of 

established gardens connected by winding pathways and inter- 

planting of salvias and other sun-loving plants. There are magnificent 

rose beds combining David Austin and Delbard roses with species 

roses, and woodland gardens, an orchard and herb gardens.

A special feature is a stone labyrinth called Araluen, an 

Aboriginal word for Place of Water. It offers a place of tranquillity, 

peace and healing, and a quiet walk to finish your visit.

events
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all classes and workshops will be held in the whirling room studio, obsErvatory gatE.         

for bookings and further information, please contact the friends’ office on 9650 6398.

classes
Term 3, 2015 will start in the week 

beginning Saturday 18 July.

Eight-week terms will be held:

evening: tuesday 

Daytime: Monday, Wednesday 

thursday and saturday

(two sessions each day 2.5hr) 

Sunday (one 2.5hr session) 

Friday (one 3hr session)

2.5hr classes:  $305 inc Gst

 Friends:  $250 inc Gst

3hr classes:  $350 inc Gst

 Friends:  $295 inc Gst

We strongly recommend that 

students without prior experience 

in botanical illustration complete 

a Beginners’ Workshop before 

entering Term classes.

Workshops 
All workshops will include 

morning and afternoon tea but 

not lunch.

beginners’ workshop

with Mali Moir

Monday 29 June, 

Wednesday 1, thursday 2 

and Friday 3 July

10 am to 4 pm

cost:  $379       Friends $325

beginners’ workshop

with helen burrows

saturday 4, sunday 5, 

saturday 11 and sunday  

12 July

10 am to 4 pm

cost:  $379       Friends $325

These intensive four-day 

courses provide an introduction 

to botanical art via pencil and 

watercolour. Students will begin 

to develop skills in outline 

drawing, foreshortening, tonal 

work and rendering of surfaces, 

basic colour work and paint 

application.

The cost of each course 

includes equipment to be used 

during the workshop – drawing 

materials, paint, watercolour 

paper and brushes.

pomegranate workshop

with John pastoriza-piñol

Monday 6, Wednesday 8, 

thursday 9, Friday 10 July

10 am to 4 pm

cost:  $457     Friends  $400

Punica granatum, or the 

pomegranate, is an ancient, 

mystical, unique fruit borne 

on a small, long-living tree 

cultivated throughout the 

Mediterranean region. The 

pomegranate is native to 

the region of Persia and the 

western Himalayan range. 

Pomegranates are considered 

an emblem of fertility, fecundity 

and have a strong affiliation 

to women. The pomegranate 

featured prominently in myth 

and religion as a symbol of the 

seasons of death and rebirth.

In this four-day workshop, 

our popular and accomplished 

guest tutor, John Pastoriza-

Piñol, will show his students 

how to produce a finished 

watercolour of this fascinating 

fruit. Students will learn 

the intricacies of achieving 

fine detail with watercolour 

masking fluid and the NEEF 

¼ Comb, invaluable tools 

for contemporary botanical 

artists. As a result, participants’ 

paintings will be brought to a 

new level of realism and detail. 

Suitable for students 

with skills in drawing and 

watercolour.

A materials list is available 

from the Friends’ office.

drawing spiral shells: 
a botanical and natural 
history workshop

with mali moir

Wednesday 15 and 

thursday 16 July

10 am to 4 pm

cost:  $257  Friends  $200

Well known for the scientific 

accuracy and artistic beauty of 

her work, Friends’ tutor Mali Moir 

will teach a two-day workshop 

on how to construct the drawing 

of a spiral shell. She will explore 

the fundamentals of the strictly 

structured forms found in these 

shells using drawing exercises 

designed to encourage 

students to ‘Think three-

dimensionally whilst drawing 

two-dimensionally’. Students 

may choose their own medium 

for their final art work, be it 

graphite pencil, coloured pencil 

or paint.

Day 1 will be devoted to 

drawing exercises, finishing 

with an outline drawing of the 

student’s chosen spiral shell. 

Day 2 will be spent extending 

this initial drawing into a final 

piece of artwork in a medium 

of the student’s choice. 

Suitable for students at 

all levels except complete 

beginners.

A materials list is available 

from the Friends’ office.

At left:  Pomegranate by John Pastoriza-
Piñol. 

At right:  Neritidae by Mali Moir

illustrators
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Whirlybirds
The Whirlybirds are a group of botanical artists who meet 

informally every Tuesday in the Whirling Room Studio.

At present most artists are working towards the natural 

history exhibition, reFraming Nature, which is advertised above. 

The exhibition is open to all botanic artists who are Friends of 

the Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne. If you are interested 

in joining us we have vacancies in the afternoon group 

commencing at 1pm.

Contact Sandra Sanger on 9598 9532.

reFraming nature
natural History Art exhibition

saturday 10 – sunday 25 october

(closed sunday 18 october for Melbourne Marathon)

Domain House, Dallas Brooks Drive

This promises to be a very exciting exhibition – veering away 

from traditional botanical painting. Subjects to be depicted will 

include amphibians (frogs), arachnids (spiders, scorpions), birds, 

feathers, ferns, fossils, fungi, gems, grass, invertebrates (insects, 

millipedes), lichen, minerals, nests, nuts, pond life, reptiles (lizards), 

seeds, shells and water life. Flowers are positively discouraged, 

except where they might relate to the above subjects.

The entry form, including terms and conditions, frequently 

asked questions and labels for the back of the paintings, is 

available on the FRBGM website. Image sizes will be restricted, 

so please obtain an entry form early.

We would like to use some images of completed paintings 

for publicity purposes. Please contact Andrew Carr at 

carrandrew@gmail.com.au if you have a suitable work available.

Above and below: Red Onion and Diamond Firetailed Finch painted by Joan Mason.  

At right this page: Red-tailed Black Cockatoo ‘Calyptorhynchus banksii’ feathers painted by 
Sandra Sanger

illustrators
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all craft activitiEs will bE hEld in thE plant craft cottagE. for further information and all 

bookings, please contact the friends’ office on 9650 6398. 

craft Demonstrations
Bookings not required

10.30 am – 2 pm

Cost: Free

natural dye  
3 June; 1 July;  5  August

potpourri   
12 June; 10 July; 14 August

fibre  
9 June; 14 July; 11 August

basketry 
17 June; 15 July; 19 August

plant card 
18 June; 16 July; 20 August

papermaking 
24 June; 22 July; 26 August

Visitors are welcome to watch 

and ask questions of the 

working groups. However, 

visitors are unable to take part 

in the demonstrations.

sunday open days

21 June; 19 July; 16 August

10 am – 3 pm

Cost: Free

This is a wonderful opportunity 

to explore the Plant Craft 

Cottage, the oldest building in 

any public garden in Victoria.

Some of the plant-related 

items created by our groups 

will be on display and for sale 

in this heritage-listed building.

Friends are reminded that 

the Plant Craft Cottage 

has an extensive reference 

library on Plant Crafts.

  
Fibre Workshop for teenagers
Dream catchers and Dream Web Pendant 

earrings

Dream catchers are part of Native American 

culture. They are meant to protect the sleeper 

from bad dreams while letting the good 

dreams through 

tuesday 7 July             10.30 am –- 2.30 pm

Plant craft cottage near H Gate on 

Alexandra Avenue.

Age:  11 plus

Cost: $20                  All materials provided.

BYO light lunch. Tea and coffee provided.

BOOKINGS ESSENTIAL

RSVP by Friday 3 July.

Plant craft cottage is near 

H gate on Alexandra Avenue 

where some parking is 

available.

open 10 am – 3  pm Monday 

to Friday and every third 

sunday.

closed Public Holidays.

cards for Kids

Wednesday 8 July

two sessions: 

10.30 am – 12 noon and 1 pm – 2.30 pm

Cost: $10     All materials provided.

Suitable for ages from 6 – 14 years 

BOOKINGS ESSENTIAL

RSVP by Friday 3 July

Have fun with pressed flowers and leaves, to make and 

decorate your very own gift cards.

plant
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growing friends

Garden secrets for Basket-Makers
Lydia Beshara, Basketry Group Co-ordinator

Any garden-lover will understand the deep personal 

connection we have with plants and gardens. Gardens 

are therapeutic, fulfilling our spiritual needs on a most 

fundamental level. they feed us and provide places for 

interaction with nature, yet there is more. through the 

eyes of a basket-maker our gardens yield a wonderful and 

seemingly endless array and supply of materials.

To the basket-maker, gardening has the added dimension 

of exploration. We are constantly on the lookout for plant 

materials that in themselves often provide a wonderful source of 

inspiration for our creations; vines with interesting tendrils, lichen 

encrusted twigs and leaf blades that have fascinating colours at 

their base – purples in Kniphofia spp., pinks in Iris spp. and the 

dramatic orange horns of Dracaena draco. These can be used 

to great effect in projects that are as individual as their creators. 

Who would have thought that fallen Pine needles and Jacaranda 

leaf stalks, Corn husks, and leaves from Daylilies and Kangaroo 

Paws could all be crafted into beautiful, useful objects? We are 

foragers, always looking for potential in our gardens, always 

appreciative of nature’s bounty.

Plants that are usually unceremoniously cut back and thrown 

on the compost heap are treasured by the basket-maker: lovingly 

harvested at just the right time of year, dried and stored for later 

use. Even weedy plants like Watsonia delight us – take a closer 

look and you’ll notice the lovely yellow stripe running along the 

margins of the leaf blade. Harvesting these leaves once they have 

turned brown will reward you with a stunning russet-coloured 

weaving material which makes a beautiful basket on its own, or 

can be used with other plant materials as a highlight.

Correct preparation of basketry material is essential as it 

will ensure maximum strength and reduce problems with loose 

weaving due to shrinkage. Strappy leaves are left to dry out 

completely, which may take months, and then dampened before 

use so the leaves are flexible enough to be twisted and pulled 

without breaking.

Once started, the pursuit of basket-making will hook you 

in and before long you’ll be collecting materials and making 

presents for everyone. It’s a delightfully relaxing, creative avenue 

for self-expression. It deepens our understanding and respect 

for the environment through the very tactile approach demanded 

by this craft. There is something extremely rewarding about 

being involved in the whole process, starting with nurturing your 

growing plants, harvesting and storing them, and finally creating 

something beautifully unique.

So when you come to the Plant Craft Cottage, have a close 

look at the wonderful baskets our members have made and if 

you happen to buy one of our baskets, you’ll appreciate just how 

much has gone into making it. Let us inspire you to make your 

very own treasures. Come and join us in basketry at the Plant 

Craft Cottage on the third Wednesday of every month 10.30 am - 

2.00 pm. There is no charge for RBG Melbourne Friends.

Top:  Selection of baskets made at the Plant Craft Cottage.
Centre: Fresh harvest of Iris leaves.
Below:  Bundles for storage include: Iris, Daylily, Watsonia, Palm inflorescence and Pine 
Needles.        Photos: Lydia Beshara

crafts
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mEmbErS only FrIDAy plAnT SAlE DAyS For 

WInTEr

5 June, 3 July, 7 August and 4 September from 8 am - 1 pm

Please bring carry bags and membership card.

AUTUmn SAlE rESUlT

Although the weather prediction was terrible, in the Gardens it 

wasn’t as bad as the 2014 Autumn Sale. There were rain showers 

throughout the weekend with bright sunshine in between but as usual 

this didn’t deter the avid gardeners or the collectors who arrived in 

good numbers, particularly on Saturday morning, with the result that 

the income for Saturday was very pleasing. Sunday dawned cold, dark 

and raining (with an even gloomier weather forecast) but again the rain 

cleared, the sun came out, and a steady flow of customers passed 

through the Sale giving us a good reward for the day’s efforts. Overall 

the Sale was a great success with takings of approximately $28,000.

The raffle also did its bit and contributed more than $500 to the 

total. The lucky winners and their prizes were:- 

1. Simon Lord     Begonia Pot Plant

2. Claire Hill              Succulent Pot Plant

3. Monique Wiessner       Books.

One of the books, There is no Excuse for Ugliness, was donated 

by Clive Blazey of The Diggers Club.

Growing Friends to the Rescue

About five years ago the Growing Friends received a request, as 

we often do, for a particular plant. Unfortunately, at that time we 

didn’t grow Camellia japonica ‘Thomas Treseder’.

Tom Treseder, who had requested the plant, explained 

why he wanted this camellia. It had been hybridised by his 

grandfather, John, who with his brother, Thomas, had come 

from the family nursery business in the United Kingdom (UK) to 

Australia in 1857 and set up a nursery in Sydney. John named 

the plant after his brother. When Tom and his daughter, Belinda, 

decided they would like to grow Camellia japonica ‘Thomas 

Treseder’ they couldn’t find it for sale anywhere but did find a 

reference to a plant growing in RBG Melbourne. So the request 

for the plant eventually came to the Growing Friends.

After considerable searching, the Growing Friends found and 

positively identified the plant in the Gardens – it was flowering. 

Meanwhile family members in the UK had just reopened the 

family nursery in Cornwall and wanted to propagate all of the 

Treseder hybrids, (both from the UK and Australia). They expressed 

a wish to obtain the cultivar but no plants were available in the 

UK. Under these circumstances the Growing Friends agreed to 

go ahead and propagate about 20 cuttings, but there was a delay 

as the cutting material wouldn’t be available for some months. 

The plants had then to be grown to a reasonable size, bearing in 

mind that some were going overseas. The plants were finally ready 

in May 2012 and Belinda, who lives in Melbourne, collected and 

distributed them to family members in Australia and the UK.

The result:

In March 2015 Belinda sent the Growing Friends a photo of 

the plant flowering in the UK nursery and the Facebook post 

advertising the forthcoming release of Camellia japonica 

‘Thomas Treseder’ in the UK, and she commented that the 

plants in Australia are also growing and flowering well.

The Facebook message put out by the proprietors of the 

Treseder Nursery, St Austell, Cornwall, in the UK:

“Lost Camellia, future’s looking brighter. Camellia ‘Thomas Treseder’ 

(sic), flowering in the nursery for the first time. Originating from the 

Hazlewood Nursery in Australia (a former nursery site of our great 

grandfather, Camellia Grove near Ashfield, Sydney, during the late 

1800s) believed to be introduced in 1949 by the then occupiers. 

Although some family history think it could date back to the 1880s. 

Lost from production in the 1970s, we managed to obtain a young 

plant a couple of years ago. This is now flowering and we have 

the first crop of young, rooted plants on the bench. Hopefully may 

be able to have commercially available again in a couple of years. 

Thank you to all the family that have helped track this down.”.

Michael Hare

growing friends 
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The Friends and the Trustees of the Friends’ Trust Fund were 

saddened in mid-April to learn of the death of their colleague 

and friend, Professor Robin Sharwood AM. A distinguished 

lawyer, Prof Sharwood was a founding Trustee of the Friends’ 

Trust Fund and chairman of Trustees for well over 20 years. 

During this time he made a significant and valuable contribution 

to the affairs of the Fund. 

Of particular importance in 2007, following receipt of the 

Helen McLellan bequest, he directed the selection of UBS 

Wealth Management Australia as advisor to the Trustees and 

custodian of the Trust’s financial assets. Since that time, the 

Trust Fund has been operating satisfactorily 

Professor Sharwood was made an Honorary Life Member of 

the Friends in 2009 in recognition of his generous service. We 

remember him with gratitude and great warmth and extend our 

condolences to his family.

Janet Thomson

Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens 

Melbourne Inc trust Fund
Annual Appeal

We invite you to make a donation to the Friends’ Trust Fund 

which has tax deductibility status as a Public Ancillary Fund. 

Income from the Trust Fund is used to support the Royal Botanic 

Gardens Melbourne and the National Herbarium of Victoria.

In 2014-15 the Friends continued to fund the construction 

of the beautiful Fern Gully Boardwalk which was opened on 30 

April; awarded Staff Scholarships and a Friends’ Helen McLellan 

Research Grant for a project undertaken by RBG scientists; and 

purchased artwork for the State Botanical Collection from the 

Friends’ The Art of Botanical Illustration exhibition.

The Friends greatly value your support and look forward to 

receiving your donation which can be made by completing the 

form in the brochure enclosed with this publication, or by going 

to www.rbgfriendsmelbourne.org and following the links.

Professor Robin sharwood AM

Photo above: Richard Kirsner

Photo at right: Janet Thomson

 friends
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Global Gardening
PART 8 – HUMAN LANDSCAPES: THE ART OF GARDEN DESIGN

NINETEENTH CENTURY INTERACTIONS BETWEEN BRITAIN 

AND AUSTRALIA

Roger Spencer, Senior Horticultural Botanist and  

Rob Cross, Horticultural Botanist, RBGM.

How did the new settlers fare in Aboriginal Australia?

Early Australian settlers struggled to survive. They had left 

Georgian England with its landed gentry and gathering 

industrial revolution. Cottage and village were being 

converted to factory and town. Footloose soldiers from 

Britain’s defeat in the American War of Independence 

(1775 – 1783) found employment minding convicts who 

made up  a labour force that gradually would be replaced 

by disenchanted hard-working yeomen. These were minor 

landholders, many being victims of enclosure laws, who 

made up a large proportion of Australia’s first freehold 

settlers eager to take up 30-acre farming lots . 

By 1810, as the new colony began to expand, the utilitarian 

rectilinear garden plots established at Farm Cove became more 

elaborate. The Governor’s wife, Elizabeth Macquarie, cleared 

away the old Government House to create a picturesque 

landscape not unlike the homeland estates. However, gardening 

with ornamental plants only really gathered momentum in the 

1820s as the military colony evolved into a civil society boosted 

by early pastoral wealth. In Europe botanophilia, with its lust for 

the exotica of travel and exploration, the Enlightenment’s love 

of science and learning, and the acquisition of plant treasures 

lovingly described and illustrated in the new garden journals 

… all this was beginning to subside. Australia now had its own 

emerging social elite setting the fashion in the 1830s through 

the gardens of Scotsmen Colonial Secretary, Alexander McLeay 

and pastoralist, William Macarthur. They created gardens in 

the Gardenesque style promoted in the books and the journal, 

Gardener’s Magazine, of fellow Scotsman John Loudon back 

in England. The magazine was first produced in 1826 and was 

Britain’s first truly horticultural periodical. The rest of the colony 

had small gardens in a comfortable but formal geometric style, 

combining kitchen and ornamental gardens. There was just a 

small supply of seed, fruit trees and garden plants. 

Australia and Tasmania were still firmly tied to Britain through 

trade and tradition. An archipelago of new settlements had now 

been created with a greedy grab of arable land establishing 

agriculture in an arc that stretched from southern Queensland 

through to South Australia. Meanwhile, under the influence of 

the gold rush of the 1850s, the population soared. 

By mid-century, nurseries in British tradition stocked garden 

plants introduced from across the world. Australia’s new land 

barons, mercantile operators, and newly literate public were 

taking a civic pride in their gardens’ appearance. 

What was interesting, important and fashionable in England 

was equally so in Australia, and the new colonists eagerly waited 

for news, goods, gossip and guidance from ‘home’. What they 

emulated in Australia was the surge in municipal parks and 

gardens with their promenades, brass bands, pavilions, and 

‘carpet bedding’ of colourful annuals planted in assorted patterns, 

along with the establishment of city squares and boulevards. We 

see this in Australia in not only the capital cities of each colony 

but also in affluent gold-rush towns like Ballarat and Bendigo.

London’s Regent’s Park (site of the zoo) was the first major 

public park, opened in 1835, and this was followed by many 

more public spaces including boating lakes, sports grounds 

and regional botanic gardens. Careful attention was paid to the 

gardens around schools and hospitals. In Australia between 

1850 and 1870 Victoria alone saw the establishment of 14 

regional botanic gardens with the acclimatisation and trialling 

of new plant introductions being a major objective. In the mid-

1870s when many of Melbourne’s reserves were laid out, there 

was a noticeable shift in tree preference, away from the former 

formal conifers to deciduous trees with colourful autumn foliage 

like those planted in major European cities.

Science and technology were influencing gardening and 

discussion of composts, fertilisers, pesticides, garden structures, 

and greenhouse technology (London’s Crystal Palace completed 

by Paxton for the Great Exhibition in 1851 was the exemplary 

masterpiece), although in Australia the ‘bush house’ (an idea 

imported from India) proved popular. 

Gender roles were evident in horticulture as elsewhere in 

society with the men working vegetable allotments and women 

looking after the flowers. Genteel ladies studied botany and 

horticulture and were permitted to engage in plant pressing and 

painting. However, it was not long before women were achieving 

eminence and early in the twentieth century young women were 

among the students at Burnley Horticultural College in Melbourne. 

In the Victorian era the trend towards garden democratisation 

continued. Successive British governments increased land 

taxes, further affecting the already debilitated landed gentry 

who were succumbing to the new wealth of industrial magnates 

and city businessmen. Literacy rocketed, and monolithic design 

trends of the past fragmented into more short-term fashions – 

for ferns and ferneries, palms, succulents, the pinetum, roses, 

aspidistras and monkey-puzzles (in Australia this was the 

several araucarias). Taste was now defined by the stratum of 

society who occupied the urban ‘villa’. 

Resistance to industrialisation saw the late 19th Century 

formation of the Arts and Crafts Movement led by William Morris 

(1834 – 1896) and social critic John Ruskin (1819 – 1900) who 

damned the grime and crime of the cities, their uncreative 

mass-production, and the mind-numbing and inhumane 

repetition of factory work. They encouraged use of natural 

garden
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By the mid-1880s 
Ballarat’s Stur t Street 
was already reminiscent 
of an English town with 
Victorian buildings (plus 
verandahs) and an avenue 
of trees, interestingly 
using an Australian 
species, Eucalyptus 

globulus (Blue Gum).

Lumley, P., Dyke, J., 

Spencer, R.S. & Almond, 

E.  (1983)  Ballarat historic 

landscapes, trees and gardens. 

Unpublished repor t, Royal 

Botanic Gardens Melbourne

materials and enjoyment of the connections between nature, 

art, and simple rustic living. It was a movement whose ideas 

were strongly applied in horticulture, continuing in various forms 

to the present day. Cottage gardens, whose rise in popularity 

had begun in the late 18th century, enjoyed a revival with their 

traditional honeysuckle, climbing roses, hollyhocks, marigolds 

and window boxes for geraniums and/or succulents. 

Gardening clubs and societies flourished as tradesman, cloth-

makers, railwaymen, factory workers and miners in England’s 

northern cities competed in gardening shows, selecting and 

proudly displaying cultivars of ranunculus, pinks, auriculas, 

carnations, chrysanthemums, pansies, violas, polyanthus and 

many more. The establishment of the Royal Horticultural Society 

of Victoria in 1848 reflects a similar enthusiasm here. Vegetable 

allotments proliferated on the outskirts of the cities, where extra 

produce could be grown year-round for a small fee.

So-called ‘naturalism’ was encouraged by William Robinson 

(1838–1935), a member of the Linnean Society. He was a 

friend of Charles Darwin and London nurseryman James Veitch 

and kept a (mostly approving) diary of his visit to Australia. 

Robinson introduced the ‘mixed border’, liberal use of trellises 

for roses, beds of shrubs, large lawns, and he discouraged the 

colourful carpet bedding schemes that were prevalent at that 

time. His ideas about herbaceous borders were extended by 

Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932) a trained artist who admired the work 

of Monet and Turner and who was famed for the colour schemes 

she employed in her borders. Jekyll worked with eminent designer 

Edward Lutyens (1869 – 1944), both designers no longer working 

at the scale of palace or country estate, more the scale of the 

country house with its outside rooms. Sometimes these country 

houses were even planned, adored and carefully maintained by the 

owners themselves rather than being the product of professional 

designers and gardeners. Gardens like Sissinghurst, Munstead 

Wood, Hidcote, Gravetye and Great Dixter and the various ideas 

they incorporated had their loose equivalents in Australia although 

through the 1890s land would be subdivided. New public transport 

systems and the invention of the lawnmower and garden hose 

prepared the way for the suburban home garden.

Two world wars and the Depression would continue the 

process of garden democratisation. Old estates and country 

houses became celebrity gardens as amusement for tourists 

and sightseers, and a garden community looking for ideas that 

could be applied in a simpler way to their own less grandiose 

gardens.

Australian raw materials guaranteed the lasting connection 

between the opposite sides of the world. Australian wool 

had clothed millions of Europeans, much of the Australian 

landscape resembling rural Britain’s ‘green and pleasant land’ 

as Aboriginals had been swept aside and dismissed as a 

dying race. By the early Twentieth Century all major branches 

of today’s horticulture and agriculture were established on both 

sides of the globe. Although Australia did have its Wattle Day 

and a Federation enthusiasm for the Australian flora, a spirit of 

independence was still some way away.

evolution



16  Botan ic  News  /  win te r  ‘ 15

Todea barbara – King Fern                 Photo: Michael McNabb

Michael McNabb, Manager, Horticulture, RBGM

Most readers would now be aware of the Royal Botanic 

Gardens latest project the Fern Gully Boardwalk. this new 

project has seen the installation of approximately 215 

metres of raised steel boardwalk to provide a new path and 

dramatically improve the visitor experience through the 

Gully, further enhancing its picturesque appearance. there 

are also five new timber bridges being installed thanks to 

generous donations from some of our supporters.

After the contractors, Warrandale, completed their works, the 

horticulture team completed irrigation and soil works to provide 

the wide array of ferns and other shade-loving plants the best 

chance of survival. I thought I’d focus this article on some of the 

plant species that will be planted as part of the development. 

There are over 2000 individual plants to go into the Gully, most 

of which have been chosen for their ability to enhance the leafy 

appeal and cool microclimate in the Gully, whilst coping with the 

existing site conditions. Of the over 2000 individual plants, over 

1500 are ferns and of those, over 1100 are Victorian species.  

Here are some of the Victorian ferns that will be planted into 

the Gully. We anticipate they will thrive and provide a lush green 

display throughout the year:

Blechnum patersonii – There is already a small population of the Strap 

Water-fern growing in the Fern Gully, but we will be adding to this 

population. This is a small tufted fern with drooping, leathery, dark green 

fronds to 50 cm long. Its distribution is in the south-east and east of 

Victoria. It grows in loamy and humus rich soils in wet shaded gullies. 

It’s unusual among Blechnum species in usually having undivided 

fronds – hence the common name ‘Strap Water-fern’.

Todea barbara – the King Fern is a treefern-like plant that 

develops a thick fibrous trunk to about a metre tall (rarely more). 

The trunk is dark brown and its handsome, glossy fronds grow up 

to 2.5 metres long. It grows in the organic soils of shaded gullies 

in eastern Australia from Cape York to southern Tasmania, but 

it also occurs in some surprising exposed rocky places (e.g. Mt 

Buffalo and the Grampians). Some of the King Ferns in the Gully 

needed to be relocated to accommodate the new boardwalk. The 

ones that have been transplanted are doing well in a nearby bed. 

Blechnum fluviatile – Ray Water-ferns are attractive, small and 

spreading tufted ferns with fronds up to 40 cm long. They are 

found in the north and east of Victoria and grow best in shaded 

mountain gullies.

Rumohra adiantiformis – the Leathery Shield-fern is a spreading 

epiphytic fern with glossy green triangular fronds reaching 50 cm. 

As it is an epiphytic fern, it can grow on the trunks of tree ferns 

and in cultivation is a perfect candidate for growing in a hanging 

basket. Field botanists sometimes call this plant ‘Plastic Fern’ 

due to the appearance of the fronds.

Blechnum fluviale – Ray Water-fern    Photo: Michael McNabb

Blechnum patersonii –  Strap Water-fern. The plant illustrated has been grown in a 
glasshouse and hence the fronds are more divided than would normally be expected. 
     Photo: Michael McNabb

from the RBG
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Above:  Ruhmora adiantiformis – the Leathery Shield Fern

Below: Cyathea x marescens – Skir ted Tree-fern  Photos: Michael McNabb

Cyathea x marescens or Skirted Tree-fern grows to 8 metres 

tall with its fronds reaching 3 metres long. As its common name 

suggests, this fern has the trait of retaining a skirt of dead fronds 

around the trunk beneath the growing fronds. It is considered 

rare in Victoria and is thought to be a natural hybrid of the Rough 

Tree-fern Cyathea australis and the rare Slender Tree-fern Cyathea 

cunninghamii. Naturally, given the rarity of one of its parents and 

the rarity of a hybridation event between ferns, it is very rare in 

nature. It is also a new introduction to the Gardens. 

More information can be found at http://www.rbg.vic.gov.au/

news/fern-gully-redevelopment. 

References:

Gullan, P.K., Walsh, N.G. & Podwyszinski, A.M. (1986). Ferns and 

Fern Allies of the Upper Yarra Valley & Dandenong Ranges. National 

Herbarium of Victoria.

national Library of Australia

Release Date: April 2015

RRP $34.99

Caroline Louisa Waring Atkinson 

(1834 – 1872) is a woman with 

whom we should all be familiar.   

She was a naturalist and writer, 

with a keen interest in botany and 

zoology. She was raised in rural 

NSW, west of Sydney in Kurrajong 

Heights. From there she explored 

the Blue Mountains. The plants 

and animals she observed were 

the subject of her many published 

writings, and numerous drawings 

and paintings. She sent specimens 

of the plants she found to noted 

botanists including William Woolls 

and our own Ferdinand Mueller. 

Her contribution to botany in the 

colony has been acknowledged 

by her name being applied to 

a number of species such as 

Horanthaceous genus Atkinsonia, 

Erchtitus atkinsoniae and Epacris 

calvertiana (she married Mr Calvert 

and died soon after giving birth to a 

daughter), as well as a horticulturally 

distinct fern named in her honour.

She was a pioneer in dress 

reform as she found the fashions 

of the time too restrictive for her 

explorations, and her style reportedly 

caused some consternation 

among the women of the Colony. 

At the age of 23, Caroline 

Atkinson became the first 

native-born Australian woman 

to have a novel – Gertrude, 

the Emigrant – published in 

Australia. Her fictional works 

were serialised in the Sydney 

Morning Herald and the Sydney 

Mail between 1861 and 1872.

She collected information 

in sketchbooks that contained 

natural history subjects 

intermixed with scenes and 

portraits from around the world 

copied from prints. Many 

of her illustrations remained 

unpublished during her lifetime.  

Now, her illustrations – 

drawn from collections in the 

Mitchell Library, State Library 

of NSW and the National 

Library of Australia – have 

been reimagined, along with 

her nature articles, in the form 

of a handsome sketchbook. 

Included in the volume is an 

essay about her life and milieu 

by nature and science writer 

Penny Olsen. As such, it is 

interesting from an historical 

as well as a natural history 

perspective.

The book has been 

organised by season, and 

evokes – in the language 

as well as the content – life 

in Australia at the time. Her 

environment was absolutely 

brimming with wildlife. She 

describes various outings and 

expeditions, as well as people 

and encounters with birds 

and animals. The drawings 

very clearly show what a keen 

observer Caroline Atkinson was, 

as well as demonstrating her 

obvious interest in the flora 

and fauna of her surroundings. 

The effect is charming and 

slightly whimsical.  

 Terri Kay

horticultural staff book review
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Bret Pritchard, Curator, Cacti and Succulent Collection, RBGM. 

After I was awarded the Friends’ scholarship, I had the 

privilege of visiting the sydney, and Hunter Region, botanic 

gardens to look at their cacti and succulent collections 

in February last year. this came about as a result of 

the gardens’ generosity in offering assistance in the 

redevelopment of the Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne 

(RBGM) Arid Garden after it was vandalised in June 2013.

I arrived in Sydney just as Melbourne was beginning a four 

day stretch of over 40 degree temperatures (great timing). I was 

met by Gareth Hambridge, the curator of the Cacti section, and 

after a brief tour of the gardens, and the obligatory look at the 

Sydney Opera House, it was time to delve into the collection.

This is divided into four distinct groups: American succulents 

to the north, African succulents to the south and two sections 

representing the Canary Islands and Madagascar, although 

there are areas that are a mixture of all groups. The centrepiece 

of the collection is a large sculptural installation which was 

created by garden designer Jamie Durie for the Sydney In 

Bloom exhibition in 2003. It now serves as a spectacular 

backdrop to the architectural forms of the cacti and succulents 

planted in and around it and the heat produced by the steel also 

aids in the growth of the cacti which love the radiating warmth.

The collection is completely enclosed by a large fence made 

from beautiful rockwork and open wooden slats so that it still 

has the feel of a nice open area rather than a fortress. It is 

locked in the evenings so that theft and vandalism are kept to 

a minimum. Most of these problems within the Melbourne Arid 

Garden collection seem to occur in the evenings so fencing is 

something we could possibly consider in its redevelopment. 

It was amazing to see large clumps of Pachypodiums 

growing within the collection; in particular Pachypodium lamerei. 

Pachypodiums are quite difficult to grow in the Melbourne area. 

They are native to Madagascar and Africa and prefer much 

more humid conditions. They do not tolerate frost and prefer to 

be kept dry in the cooler months. 

It was great to see some new plants that I would love to 

introduce into the RBGM Arid Garden collection such as 

Euphorbia nerifolia and Neobuxbaumia polylopha, which are 

becoming increasingly rare due to over-collecting. It was also 

Above: Sydney Botanic Gardens Cacti and Succulent collection.

Below: Pachypodium lamerei in flower at end of Jamie Durie sculpture.

Above: Agave parviflora in Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne Arid Garden.

Below: Root system of Aloe excelsa which has succumbed to Armillaria infection.

scholarship



win te r  ‘ 15  /  Botan ic  News   19

great to help the Sydney staff identify some of the plants I am 

more familiar with such as Agave parviflora which I introduced 

into the Arid Garden fairly recently. This is actually quite an 

interesting plant as it is one of very few Agaves that will not die 

after flowering, and is one of the smallest Agaves in its native 

Arizona. It has become very rare in its natural habitat.

Unfortunately Armillaria, a soil-borne fungus that causes root 

rot in a wide variety of plants, has been positively identified 

within the collection: most significantly on many of the woody 

Aloe species. I saw many of the large Aloes falling over due to a 

rotting root system. For this reason cutting material would be the 

only source of propagation we would consider taking from this 

collection. 

After two all-too-brief days at the Sydney Botanic Gardens 

it was time to jump in the rental car and head up to the Hunter 

Valley to visit the Hunter Region Botanic Gardens (HRBG). This 

Garden is located about 20 minutes north of Newcastle (NSW) 

and displays primarily Australian native plants within 30 hectares 

of themed gardens. It also protects 105 hectares of mature 

forests, woodlands and wetlands in its conservation zones. 

The gardens are maintained by volunteers whose passion 

and enthusiasm resulted in the gardens winning the 1998 

Significant Regional Attraction Award in the Hunter Regional 

Award for Excellence in Tourism.

The staff claim the succulent collection is the biggest of any 

botanic garden in Australia and as I was walked through the 

Gardens I was struggling to believe that this collection could 

exist in such a contrasting landscape – a diverse display of cacti 

and succulents surrounded by a forest of mature Eucalypts and 

Australian native flora, an unusual pairing.

The collection contained some incredible displays of agaves, 

cacti and succulents, many of which I have struggled to grow in 

Melbourne, such as Melocactus conoideus (this plant is a native 

of Brazil, and is found in an area less than 100km2. It is now 

critically endangered in the wild as a result of urbanization and 

habitat loss due to quarrying of quartz gravel in which it grows). 

Also seen was Austrophytum myriostigma, a species of cactus 

native to the highlands of north-east and central Mexico 

I was very excited to see a section dedicated to the family 

Euphorbiaceae. Euphorbias are mainly found in tropical and 

subtropical regions with the majority found in the Indo-Malayan 

region. Many, however, perform very well throughout Australia, 

including in Melbourne, such as E. milii and E. splendens. It is 

worth having a look at the Euphorbia splendens growing to the 

right of the RBGM Arid Garden entrance. I have never seen it 

without flowers. Most Euphorbias contain a milky sap called latex 

that can severely irritate the skin (I can personally vouch for that) 

and cause blindness if the sap comes into contact with the eyes.

I would have loved to have spent more time at the Hunter 

Region Botanic Gardens, but it was time to jump back in the rental 

car and head to the airport. The trip was a great success and staff 

at both botanic gardens were more than open to helping out with 

the redevelopment of the RBGM Arid Garden with propagation 

material and plant donations. I think being able to connect with 

other cacti enthusiasts and gain inspiration from their collection is 

what I valued most about this trip. I can’t thank the Friends and the 

curators of the collections enough for this opportunity. 

Above: Entrance to Cacti Collection at Hunter Region Botanic Gardens

Below: Cacti display at Hunter Region Botanic Gardens 

At right: Euphorbia milii at HRBG.  All photos in this ar ticle: Bret Pritchard.
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the Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne, Inc.

was formed to stimulate further interest in the Gardens 

and the national Herbarium and to support and assist 

them whenever possible.
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June

5 Friday Plant Sale – 8 am to 1 pm p12

11 Illustrated Talk – Jim Fogarty/Tim Entwisle p5

16 Fit Friends’ Ramble – Johnston Collection p5

21 PCC Sunday Open Day – 10 am to 3 pm p12

23 Insiders Walk – Curious Plants p5

29 Beginners’ Workshop – Mali Moir p8

July

3 Friday Plant Sale – 8 am to 1 pm p12

4 Beginners’ Workshop – Helen Burrows  p8

6 Pomegranate Workshop – John Pastoriza-Piñol  p8

7 PCC Fibre Workshop for Teenagers p12

8 PCC Cards for Kids p12

8 Illustrated Talks – Lynsey Poore/Virginia Heywood p6

15 Shell Workshop – Mali Moir p8

18 Term 3 Classes commence p8

19 PCC Sunday Open Day – 10 am to 3 pm p12

23 Herbarium Walk – Mounting Room and Library p6

August

7 Friday Plant Sale – 8 am to 1 pm p12

13 Illustrated Talk – John Patrick p7

16 PCC Sunday Open Day – 10 am to 3 pm p12

26 Day Trip – Gardens of Seville p7

september

4 Friday Plant Sale – 8 am to 1 pm p12

Note: The Friends’ Inclement Weather Policy states that outdoor events may be 
cancelled and the Nursery would not be open for sales if the 
temperature is predicted to be 33ºC or above.

The Friends of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Melbourne, Inc. 
complies with the Australian Privacy Principles for the 
collection and use of personal information.
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