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MELALEUCA SPECIES AT CANBERRA
BOTANIC GARDENS—PART |

D. Verdon

INTRODUCTION

Melaleucas grow mainly in coastal or near coastal areas where winters
are mild and yearly rainfall is relatively high. The small number that occur
inland are usually found along water courses although a few, mainly western
species, occur in drier habitats.

Minimum winter temperatures in these inland areas are not usually as
low as those on the N.S.W. Southern Tablelands. The farthest inland pene-
tration of Melaleucas in this region is at Tarago where Melaleuca ericifolia
has been collected and near Braidwood where M. capitata grows on
Currockbilly Mountain. The genus does not grow naturally in the A.C.T.
where low winter temperatures, low yearly rainfall and high evaporation
combine to give a harsh environment. Protection from these three inhibiting
factors during the seedling and young plant stages, however, has enabled
the establishment of over fifty Melaleuca species at the Canberra Botanic
Gardens since the first planting in 1950.

This article on Melaleuca has been compiled to show how some
of these species have reacted to conditions at the Gardens. Reference
has been made to several aspects including horticultural potential, with
emphasis on cool districts; the form and vigour of specimens in relation
to ags and situation, frost tolerance and a few suggestions for culture.

Frost tolerance ratings have been presented in table form and related
to a minimum grass temperature of 20°F (-7°C approx.). When interpreting
these ratings, however, several factors should be considered.For example
confusion can arise from apparently contradictory results due to microclimate
variations. Vigour is another factor which can cause unexpected reaction to
frost. Small plants or those in poor condition may have less resistance than
more vigorous specimens but it is not always the least vigorous plant that
sustains most frost damage. The over-vigorous, lush specimen is often badly
frosted due to its soft growth. Applications of nitrogenous fertilizers late
in the growing season may promote this condition. Water stress is a
factor that is not often associated with winter months by people living in cool
areas. Death of growing tips and leaf loss, usually attributed solely to frost,
may often be caused primarily by water stress. Long frosty periods, when
days are dry and clear, and the associated westerly winds can cause
extreme desiccation. If these conditions persist watering is necessary but
extra care must be taken as imprudent watering in winter can itself cause
problems.

It should be remembered that as Canberra Botanic Gardens is in a
favourable position on the N.N.E. slopes of Black Mountain, the minimum
temperatures are up to 7°C higher than the lower parts of Canberra.

Consideration must be given, as well to the unusual climatic conditions
during 1971 when frost tolerance assessments were made. It is important
to note that the preceding summer was one of high rainfall, 14.69 inches
being recorded at Canberra Botanic Gardens in the three summer months|
Of this total 8.10 inches fell in February and, in consequence, growth
towards late summer was vigorous and lush. In contrast only 2.93 inches
was recorded during the three Autumn months but this period and early
June were exceptionally mild. As a result growth continued and out of season
flowering was induced in many species. Night temperatures dropped fairly
rapidly later in June and very low minimum grass temperatures were
recorded constantly through winter into spring. Of 43 ground frosts recorded
at the Gardens in June and July, 32 were between -3°C and -8°C and
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significantly, three long periods of consecutive frosts were noted numbering
17, 10, and 7 nights.

This persistence was probably a significant factor in damage to plants
that in previous winters had not been affected. Also of importance was
the abundance of frost-susceptible, immature growth due to the mild Autumn
and early winter, and the very low rainfall and high evaporation during
June and July.

It is possible, then, that species given a moderate or low frost tolerance
rating in this article could be grown in slightly cooler areas than those
suggested. They would, of course, require a suitably warm sheltered position
and be given extra protection during periodic cold winters and on colder
nights in average winters.

The effect of morning sun on plant tissue in the presence of frost
is another revelant factor to frost tolerance assessments. This was emphasised
in the late winter and early spring of 1971 when unusually hard frosts
occurred. During this period several Melaleuca species were extensively
damaged on the eastern side. Significantly, some of these specimens sustained
no damage from the harder frosts of mid-winter when the early morning
sun was at a lower angle. This phenomenon has been the subject of much
discussion. Suggestions, both theoretical and empirical have been put forward
in attempts to explain it but full discussion of these will serve no purpose
here. Certainly, there is an obvious need for protection from the morning
sun when relatively hard late frosts occur. Some protection can be provided
by planting on the north west side of a tall dense shrub or hedge, or near
a wall facing north west. In positions such as these, however, the effect of
harsh west winds must be considered. It may be better to select a north east
aspect and to erect temporary hessian screens on the eastern side when
late frosts are expected.

The poor form and loss of vigour observed in many older Melaleuca
specimens at Canberra Botanic Gardens has shown a need for pruning.
Many people consider, often without foundation, that this genus and other
native genera will not tolerate pruning. True, no investigation has been carried
out to ascertain the effect of pruning on this genus, but some species are
known to grow well after being cut back hard. It would seem logical then,
to suggest that many species would benefit from judicious shaping or
removal of spent wood and flower heads and regular moderate pruning may
obviate the need for hard cutting back. As in most evergreens, Melaleuca
specimens should be pruned immediately after flowering. Flowers of many
are produced terminally on young growth; the floral axis often continuing
growth as a vegetative shoot. This continuous growth can result in a narrow
habit so encouragement of controlled lateral growth is important to produce
a neat rounded shrub. In a few species the flowers are produced on second
year wood. Pruning of these should not be delayed as removal of wood
late in the growing season will reduce the amount of flowering wood in
the following year.

Few Melaleuca species need special treatment in cultivation: most are
extremely adaptable. Swamp species will grow quite well under ordinary
garden conditions if attention is given to watering and a mulch is provided
to cut down evaporation. The few that grow in rocky or stoney drier situations
would need a well drained situation but, apart from that, will tolerate most
soil types. Where there are cases of soil type affecting flower production
or general growth, these are dealt with under the species heading concerned.
Most species should benefit from periodic applications of a complete fertilizer
which contains a stated nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium ratio as %
N.P.K. and important secondary and trace elements in balanced proportions.
Single compound fertilizers such as sulphate of ammonia, lime and super-
phosphate should not be used without prior knowledge of soil condition,
the needs of the plant concerned, and the reaction the chemical may cause.
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MELALEUCA L.
(Gk. compound from melas = black and leucas =
for the name is obscure).

white. The reason

Series | Callistemoneae Benth (Species listed alphabehcally)
Flowers large red or rarely greenish-yellow in 'oblong or cvlindrical

spikes, lateral on the old wood or forming the bases of leafy branches
Stamens above 1.3 cm.

Photography by D. Verdon

MELALEUCA ELLIPTICA
Species in this series have cylindrical spikes of flowers similar to the more widely
known  ‘‘bottiebrushes’ (botanical name Callistemon—hence series name above). These are

often red as above but can be greenish yellow as shown opposite. For description o1
Melaleuca elliptica see page 6.
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Photography by C. Hubner

MELALEUCA DIOSMIFOLIA
Melaleuca diosmifolia Andr. (with leaves resembling those of a Diosma sp. (?))

A tall glabrous shrub 2-2.5 metres high with rigid, ascending and dense branches;
the leaves alternate, crowced, ovate, lanceolate or oblong, obtuse, 6-8 (15?) mm long,
flowers large yellowish green (Scheeles’' green R.H.S. 144B) in dense oblong or cylindrical
spikes on short lateral branches, the axis continuous vegetatively before anthesls: frults
depressed-globular often over 1 cm. dia.

One of the most handsome of West Australian Melaleucas which for
many years has been cultivated in eastern Australia. Botanical collections of
this species, however. do not appear to have been made since the original
collections from coastal areas of the Stirling District.

Several specimens of the species were planted at C.B.G. during 1968
mainly in sheltered situations. The shelter varied from light tree cover to a
warm position near the wall of a building, facing N.E. All specimens survived
the winters of 1969-70 and by autumn 1971 had developed into relatively
healthy shrubs 0.8 to 1.5 metres high. During the extremely cold winter of
1971, however, they sustained extensive frost damage from which onlv
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the most sheltered specimen recovered. The recovery of this specimen was
not spectacular. It required some drastic pruning and is now a poor specimen
with relatively few branches and an open irregular appearance. Several
younger branches have been produced from the base of the shrub but the
tips of these have sustained frost damage during th'g recent (June 1972)
persistent frosts. |

It is clear that M. diosmiiolia cannot be recommended for Canberra
gardeners but in frost free coastal areas it would mak¢ an ideal specimen.

Melaleuca elliptica Labill. (referring to its often elli@'fcal leaves).

A bushy sometimes tall shrub, 2-3 (5)? metres high; branches rigid, ascending to
divaricate; leaves ovate-elliptical, obtuse, thick 6-12 mm long; flowers cardinal red (R.H.S.
53/C) in dense lateral spikes 5-8 cm long, the axis not continuous vegetatively; fruits
deprcssed ovoid 6-8 mm long with persistent calyx lobes (sepals), the orifice almost closed,
In very densely packed spikes.

Another worthwhile shrub from W.A. and one of the few Melaleuca

species that are found in drier habitats. It prefers granite-rocky areas of the
Avon and Syre districts in the South Western Province, and Coolgardie
district of the Eremean.

The species has been cultivated at C.B.G. since 1959. Over this period
one specimen which is in close competition with other tall shrubs and
trees and now 2.5 metres high, has become sparse with gnarled, tortuous,
mainly leafless branches and few short, leafy branchlets. Despite its position
and poor appearance however, it still produces one or two flower spikes.

Other specimens vary from more or less open shrubs with few divaricate
branches to dense bushy specimens clothed almost to ground level with
greyish green foliage. The best of these is 2 metres high and 1.5 metres
across with a slightly irregular, flat topped almost cylindrical form but narrowing
towards the base. This form could be enhanced by light pruning which would
control the growth of stray branches.

The flowering period extends from November to late summer with its
peak in December and most mature specimens have a reasonably high
flowering capacity. Due to their lateral position, however, flower spikes on the
older branches are often hidden among the dense foliage.

During the severe winter of 1971 no adverse reaction to frost was
recorded except leaf discolouration of young plants in exposed situations.
With this in mind, recommendation of the species for the milder areas of
Canberra can be made. A warm sheltered position is advised but close
competition and heavy shade from trees should be avoided. It may be
necessary to provide cover for young plants during the coldest periods.

Some shaping may be required in the developing stage to produce a
neat specimen and, when mature, pruning and removal of spent flower
spikes will maintain the vigour of mature plants. The divaricate branching
of some forms suggests that it may be possible to train them as wall plants.
This would entail the removal of all breast wood and the encouragzment
of lateral growth. Only experiment would determine the reaction of the
species to this treatment but if reaction were not unfavourable the attractive
flower spikes would certainly be displayed to advantage.

As far as soil type or condition is concerned, good drainage is possibly
an important factor for optimum growth but, like many Melaleuca species,
M. elliptica appears to be very adaptable.

Melaleuca fulgens R.Br. (from L. = shining, bright; probably referring to the
bright carmine flower spikes).

A tall open shrub to 2 metres high with upright or ascending branches; leaves
opposite, linear-lanceolate, concave, acute or obtuse, 19-30 mm. long; flowers carmine
(R.H.S. 52/B), large, in loose lateral spikes the axis continuous vegetatively during or
after flowering, fruits depressed urceolate 7-10 mm. dia., In loose spikes.

This desirable shrub from W.A. is well known in horticulture and has
been cultivated in Eastern Australia for some years. It occurs naturally
in granite rocky habitat in the south eastern part of the South West Province.

A number of specimens are established at the Gardens the oldest
of which were introduced in 1967. These plants are in sheltered situations
and appear to benefit from this. They are mainly vigorous shrubs 0.7-2 metres
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high with long slender branches, and many leafy secondary branches giving
them a loose bushy appearance. The mature specimens flower moderately
well during the summer months and at times in Autumn and early winter.

An added attraction at flowering time is the appearance of many and
varied Honeyeaters that eagerly search for nectar in the flowers.

As C.B.G. specimens are in sheltered situations true frost tolerance
assessments cannot be made from them. In the Curator’'s garden, however, a
specimen in an expésed situation was badly frosted and did not survive
the winter of 1970. In\(iew of this it is prudent not to recommend the species
for Canberra gardens in general. However, if given a warm sheltered position
it may be grown in the milder elevated areas of Canberra. An ideal spct
appears to be near a westerly facing wall but with shelter from southerly
and south westerly winds. Some overhead protection in extremely cold periods
is necessary especially for young plants.

To ensure and maintain a dense well shaped shrub some pruning and
shaping will b2 needed and should be carried out immediately after flowering.
Removal of faded flowers before fruit formation will conserve energy and
encourage strong vegetative growth. Colour plate Vol. 5 page 196.

As far as soil is concerned the main consideration should be drainagz;
an extremely well drained situation is necessary for optimum growth.
Melaleuca hypericifolia (Salisb.) M. Britton (with leaves that resemble those

of Hypericum).

A tall and often broad shrub, with long slender branches, leaves opposite, lanceolate
to elliptical-ob'ong obtuse or mucronate 1.5-3.5 cm. long, unusually soft in texture, the
mid-ribs prominent beneath; flowers Jasper red (R.H.S. 39/A) in dense spikes forming the
base of leafy branches, fruits ovoid-globular up to 1 cm dia. with persistent calyx lobes,
spikes dense.

This elegant species inhabits sandstone country and dunes of the coastal
headlands in New South Wales, often in wet places. It has been in cultivation
at C.B.G. since 1950, where it has thrived despite a certain frost sensitivity.

The oldest specimen has attained large proportions in close competition
with other shrubs and trees. This shrub is 3 metres tall and almost 3 metres
broad. It is densely covered to the ground with the soft olive green leaves
typical of the species but rare in the genus which, together with its long
slender weeping younger branches makes this an attractive shrub, even without
flowers. Several younger specimens planted in less sheltered positions have
also developed into relatively large shrubs, attaining 2-2%2 metres in height
and 1-2 metres in breadth over a period of up to 10 years. From late spring
to mid-summer the large attractive Jasper red flower splkes are produced
in abundance but these are often hidden among the dense foliage.

Mest plants have been affected by frost to some degree. Those under
tree cover have reacted with a slight change in upper leaf colour and those
in less sheltered positions have been more extensively damaged with
desiccation of young tips and most outer leaves. Despite this the species
displays remarkable ability to recover and grow on as can be seen in the large
size attained by the older specimens.

This desirable shrub should grow in warm sheltered positions in the
milder elevated areas of Canberra. Any leaf damage that occurs during the
coldest nights will be offset by quick recovery to an attractive appearance.

Overhead protection from frost is necessary for young plants and should
be provided until they are well established.

This species responds well to pruning which should be carried out
immediately after flowering. In frost-free areas, gardeners may wish to try
the species as a wall plant or espalier. In this way the flowers may be
shown to advantage. A wall plant simply requires the removal of all breast
wood and stopping of excess leaders by tip pruning. Espalier plants, however,
require somewhat more skill although a species such as this, that produces
many vigorous slender branches should not present too much difficulty.

Soil type should not be a problem as the species seems to be reasonably
tolerant in this respect. Attention to summer watering and provision of a
good mulch is important.
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Photography by D. Verdon of a plant growing at Canberra Botanic Geardens

MELALEUCA FULGENS

This species Is such a beautiful shrub and flower that it has been photographed
widely. A full colour plate of a good form is shown in *‘Australian Plants” Vol. 5, page 196.
However we do not want to see a lot of beautiful pictures but also need some indication
of how the flowers look on a bush as above. The species in the group Callistemonae
grow to this size (or can easily be kept to this size). All are of good foliage although
M. diosmifolia (whizch is a shy flowerer) and M. hypericifolia are grown for beautiful weeping
foliage. Some such as M. elliptica and M. macronychia (opposite) hide their flowers a little
as they grow on the o!d wood.
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Photography by C. Hubner

MELALEUCA MACRONYCHIA

Melaleuca macronychia Turcz. (above)

(Gk. compound from Macros = long and onychos = claw, referring to the
joined lower part of the staminal bundles).

An open shrub with virgate branches; leaves alternate, oblong-lanceolate, acute,
narrowed at the base, 2.5-5 cm long flat or concave 1 or 3 nerved, the lateral nerves
when present close to the margins; flowers carmine rose (R.H.S. 52c) in large dense lateral
spikes, fruits depressed-globular up to 1 cm diameter.

This outstanding horticultural subject from West Australia is found in
inland rocky habitats of the South West Province and in the Coolgardie
district of the Eremean Province. It was first introduced to the Gardens
in 1968 and only one specimen has reached the flowering stage. This
specimen, which flowered initially in the summer months of 1971, has
developed into a sparsely-branched, open shrub 1 metre in height. Its branches
are slender but rigid, with few lateral branchlets. Despite its sparseness,
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the shrub is vigorous and its relatively large, slightly glaucous leaves give it
an attractive appearance. The shaded position of this specimen under the
canopy of a tall Eucalyptus does not appear to have any adverse effect on
its vigour and the production of only two flower spikes can possibly be
attributed to immaturity.

Several two-year-old specimens are also displaying excellent vigour.
All are open shrubs 0.5 metres high, with few slender well leaved branches.
Although these shrubs are in open situations none have shown any reaction
to frost during the extremely cold winter of 1971; this J—Qggests a high frost
tolerance under C.B.G. conditions.

M. macronychia then, may grow successfully in the milder areas of
Canberra. In the cooler areas, however, it would require a warm sheltered
position. A situation near a north-westerly wall with shelter from southerly
winds would provide warmth, and some overhead protection from frost would
be given by the house eaves. Extra overhead cover should be provided
during exceptionally hard frosts, for young plants.

No special soil problems are apparent. The species seems to grow well
in various situations and tolerates somewhat dry conditions but watering
during periods of high evaporation will ensure optimum growth. Light pruning
immediately after flowering and the removal of spent flower spikes to prevent
fruit development will keep this shrub in vigorous condition.

Melaleuca lateritia Otto (from L. latericius = of bricks; used in Bot. to describe
a dullish brick red, possibly refers to faded colour of older flower
spikes of this species).

A glabrous shrub 0.5-1.5 metres high, branches virgate, leaves alternate, linear acute,

flat or concave, nerveless or obscurely nerved. Mostly about 14 mm long (rarely 20 mm);

flowers large, capsicum red (R.H.S. 83/A) in dense oblong-cylindrical spikes to 5 cm long,

the axis usually continuous after flowering fruits depressed evoid, 5-7 mm dia. in densely
packed spikes.

This beautiful shrub from coastal South Western W.A. has been cultivated
in Eastern Australia for some years, and since its first introduction to C.B.G.
in 1950 has been cultivated here with some success.

Our oldest specimen, a 20 year old shrub about 1 metre in height has
become craggy with unevenly gnarled branches up to 1 metre long, and
thickened here and there with old fruit masses. In spite of this somewhat
aged appearance, the shrub displays some vigour, with slender young branches
in the upper part from which the orange-scarlet flower spikes are produced
in moderate quantity. The craggy twisted form enhanced by these flower spikes
has certain charm but many wouid prefer a more regular and vigorous
specimen with a larger quantity of productive wood.

In contrast, the younger specimens, planted in more or less sheltered
positions, but without overhead cover, are open upright, slightly irregular
shrubs 0.6-1.5 metres high. They have long slender erect branches and fine
densely leaved branchlets. Flower spikes are not produced prolifically as in
their natural habitat but nevertheless give an attractive display among the
mid green foliage in the late spring and summer months. As in M. fulgens
flower spikes are sometimes produced in autumn and early winter, at least
by specimens in sheltered situations. Colour plate Vol. 2 page 273.

The frost tolerance of M. lateritia cannot be confidently assessed as
no specimens at C.B.G. are in exposed situations. However, in a garden
situated in Yarralumia, one of the colder Canberra suburbs, several young
potted plants have survived near a north-west wall with an overhead cover
of sarlon at night. Temperatures as low as -8°C were recorded under the
sarlon on the coldest nights. These plants showed no ill effects, although
growth was virtually at a standstill; this may indicate little in relation to
direct frost tolerance but it does suggest that the species is worth trying
in the milder areas of Canberra at least. It would of course need a warm
sheltered spot and extra protection on frosty nights especially when young.





















































































































