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This issue we focus on the widespread but in ways enigmatic Banksia marginata. Sorry folks 
about long delay. I’ve collated a summary of current knowledge in a profile of the species, 
including unanswered questions and possible research directions, followed by Jonathan and 
David’s excellent article on marginata in Tasmania. I’ll try to get two newsletters out before 
the end of the financial year. 
 

Banksia Profile #14: Banksia marginata 

 

Description: Banksia marginata is a highly variable species, usually ranging from a small 
shrub around a metre tall to a 12 m high tree. Unusually large trees of 15 to possibly 30 m 
have been reported near Beeac in Victoria's Western District as well as several locations in 
Tasmania, while compact shrubs limited to 20 cm high have been recorded on coastal 
heathland in Tasmania. The bark is pale grey and initially smooth before becoming finely 
tessellated with age. The new branchlets are hairy at first but lose their hairs as they mature, 
the new growth a pale or pinkish brown. The leaves are alternately arranged on the stems on 
2–5 mm long petioles, and characteristically toothed in juvenile or younger leaves (3–7 cm 
long). The narrow adult leaves are dull green in colour and generally linear, oblong or 
cuneate and measure 1.5–6 cm long and 3–13 mm wide. The margins become entire with 
age, and the tip is most commonly truncate or emarginate, but can be acute or mucronate. 
The cellular makeup of the leaves shows evidence of lignification, and the leaves themselves 
are somewhat stiff.  The leaf undersurface is white with a prominent midrib covered in 
brownish hairs. 
The inflorescences appear generally from late summer to early winter (February to June) in 
New South Wales and Victoria, although flowering occurs in late autumn and winter in the 
Gibraltar Range. They measure 5–10 cm tall and 4–6 cm wide. Pale yellow in colour, they are 
composed of up to 1000 individual flowers (784 recorded in the Gibraltar Range) and arise 
from nodes on branchlets that are at least three years old. Sometimes two may grow from 
successive nodes in the same flowering season. They can have a grey or golden tinge in late 
bud. As with most banksias, anthesis is acropetal; the opening of the individual buds 
proceeds up the flower spike from the base to the top. Over time the flower spikes fade to 
brown and then grey, and the old flowers generally persist on the cone. The woody follicles 
grow in the six months after flowering, with up to 150 developing on a single flower spike. 
In many populations, only a few follicles develop. Small and elliptic, they measure 7–17 mm 
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long, 2–5 mm high, and 2–4 mm wide. In coastal and floodplain populations, these usually 
open spontaneously and release seed, while they generally remain sealed until burnt by fire in 
plants from heathland and montane habitats. Each follicle contains one or two fertile seeds, 
between which lies a woody dark brown separator of similar shape to the seeds. Measuring 
0.9–1.5 cm in length, the seed is obovate to cuneate and composed of a dark brown 8–11 
mm wide membranous "wing" and cuneate–falcate seed proper which measures 5–8 mm 
long by 3–4 mm wide. The seed surface can be smooth or covered in tiny ridges, and often 
glistens. The resulting seedling first grows two obovate cotyledon leaves, which may remain 
for several months as several more leaves appear. The cotyledons of Banksia marginata, B. 
paludosa and B. integrifolia are very similar 
 
Taxonomy: Banksia marginata is commonly called the silver banksia, because the white 
undersides of its leaves contrast with the otherwise green foliage and give the plant a 
"silvery" look. The aboriginal name in the Jardwadjali language of western Victoria was 
warock, while the Kaurna name from the Adelaide Plains was pitpauwe and the local name in 
the Macquarie Harbour region in Tasmania was tangan. 
 
A widely distributed and diverse plant, B. marginata was described independently and given 
many different names by early explorers. It was first collected by Luis Née in 1793, from 
somewhere between Sydney and Parramatta. In 1800, the Spanish botanist Antonio José 
Cavanilles gave the species the binomial name it still bears today. The species name is the 
Latin adjective marginatus ("bordered") and refers to appearance of the lower surface of the 
recurved margins of the leaves when viewed from underneath. Cavanilles also described 
another specimen collected by Née in the same locality as a different species, Banksia 
microstachya Cav. A smaller shrub with dentate leaves, this turned out to be an immature plant 
of the same species with juvenile leaves. 
 
Robert Brown described 31 species of Banksia in his 1810 work Prodromus Florae Novae 
Hollandiae et Insulae Van Diemen, including six taxa (B. marginata α and β plus four further 
species) now attributable to B. marginata. He described Banksia australis R.Br., giving the 
location of the collection as Port Phillip Bay in Victoria in 1802 (having crossed out Van 
Diemen's Land 1804). Brown's other collections which were reduced to synonymy with B. 
marginata were Banksia depressa R.Br., a prostrate shrub from Margate Rivulet in southeastern 
Tasmania, Banksia insularis R.Br., from Flinders and King Island, and Banksia patula R.Br., a 
shrub from the vicinity of Port Lincoln, South Australia.[19] The French naturalist Aimé 
Bonpland in 1816 called it Banksia marcescens Bonpl., deemed a nomen illegitimum, as by that 
time the name Banksia marginata already had been published. Still more synonyms are Banksia 
ferrea Vent. ex Spreng. and Banksia gunnii Meisn 
 
George Bentham published a thorough revision of Banksia in his landmark publication Flora 
Australiensis in 1870. In his arrangement, the number of recognised Banksia species was 
reduced from 60 to 46. Bentham observed that the characteristics Brown used to define B. 
australis, B. depressa, B. patula, and B. insularis were unable to distinguish separate forms as 
more specimens came to light, and hence declared them synonyms of B. marginata. 
 
The current taxonomic arrangement of the Banksia genus is based on botanist Alex George's 
1999 monograph for the Flora of Australia book series. In this arrangement, B. marginata is 
placed in Banksia subgenus Banksia, because its inflorescences take the form of Banksia's 



characteristic flower spikes, section Banksia because of its straight styles, and series Salicinae 
because its inflorescences are cylindrical. In a morphological cladistic analysis published in 
1994, Kevin Thiele placed it as the most basal member of a newly described subseries 
Integrifoliae, within the series Salicinae. However, this subgrouping of the Salicinae was not 
supported by George. George did concede that major work is needed on Banksia marginata, 
which shows such a high degree of variability over its range 
 
Since 1998, American botanist Austin Mast and co-authors have been publishing results of 
ongoing cladistic analyses of DNA sequence data for the subtribe Banksiinae, which then 
comprised genera Banksia and Dryandra. Their analyses suggest a phylogeny that differs 
greatly from George's taxonomic arrangement. Banksia marginata resolves as the closest 
relative, or "sister", to B. saxicola, the two taxa part of a larger group containing B. paludosa 
and the three subspecies of B. integrifolia. 
 
Distribution and habitat: Banksia marginata is found from Baradine and Gibraltar Range 
National Park in northern New South Wales, southwards into Victoria and South Australia, 
as well as across Tasmania. It is found on the major islands of Bass Strait, including King, 
Flinders and Cape Barren Islands. There is one report of a collection from the Springbrook 
Mountains southwest of Southport in southeastern Queensland. It is extremely rare in 
southwestern New South Wales. In Victoria, it is predominantly coastal or near-coastal east 
of Traralgon, but in New South Wales it is absent from coastal areas in the Sydney region. 
Banksia marginata often grew as a large tree on the basalt plains west of Melbourne, but has 
almost disappeared. In the vicinity of Adelaide, it was common in the western suburbs on 
old sand dunes behind the beach foredunes. It remains common in the Adelaide foothills.  
 
In the Gibraltar Range National Park, it is a dominant shrub of open heathland and a non-
dominant shrub of closed heath, mostly found in swampy heath associated with sedges. 
Plants here have some degree of self-compatibility. It is a common shrub, sometimes small 
tree, in open forests as well as coastal scrub and heath in part of its range.  
 
In South Gippsland, it is generally a shrub which regenerates from a lignotuber or suckers 
after bushfire and sets few seed. It has been recorded as a low spreading shrub in 
Croajingolong National Park in East Gippsland. In the Wombat State Forest west of 
Melbourne, it grows as a 1 to 2 m high shrub on less fertile soils, and as a large tree to 8 m 
on more fertile soils. Few trees remain, having been cleared for agriculture or for fuel. 
Similarly, further west in the Corangamite region, it is either a tree or suckering shrub 
 
In Tasmania, Banksia marginata occupies a wide range of habitats, in mixed forest (where it 
grows as a small tree), button grass moorlands, flood plains of the Loddon, Franklin and 
Huon Rivers, as well as coastal regions. In parts of the west and southwest of Tasmania, the 
species is dominant within the threatened native vegetation community known as Banksia 
marginata wet scrub. Interestingly, there is no macrofossil record for the species, so it is unclear 
whether it is a recent introduction from the mainland or has only recently evolved, although 
its presence on both the mainland and Tasmania suggests it has been present since the 
Pleistocene. It grows in coastal habitats that would be occupied by Banksia integrifolia on the 
mainland. 
 



Banksia marginata grows on a variety of soil types, from clay loams, shale and peaty loams to 
sandy or rocky soils composed of quartzite, sandstone, limestone or granite, although sandier 
soils predominate. It is restricted to sandy soils in the Adelaide region. The soil types are of a 
wide range of pH, from highly acidic soils in the Grampians to alkaline soils in South 
Australia. Plants have been recorded at altitudes ranging from sea level to as high as 1200 m 
AHD at Mount Field National Park 
 
The response of Banksia marginata to fire is variable. In the Gibraltar Range and Sydney 
regions, plants are killed by fire and regenerate from seed. They are serotinous, storing their 
seed in old cones, forming a seedbank in their canopy which is released after bushfire. A 
field study found that seeds were dispersed short distances (generally 8 m or less), with those 
closest to the parent plant faring the best. In Little Desert National Park in northwestern 
Victoria and also eastern south Australia, it grows as a low shrub which suckers after fire. 
Plants do not appear to live longer than 25 years; after this time the ageing plants begin to 
die and are succeeded by younger plants arising from suckers around the parent. A field 
study in Gippsland found counting the nodes of Banksia marginata plants to be accurate in 
indicating age within a year up to 21 years since the last fire. There is anecdotal evidence of 
plants reaching 150 years old in this region. Plant species from communities dependent on 
fire are thought to self-select to be more flammable; Banksia marginata tested from a dry 
sclerophyll community in southeastern Tasmania was shown to burn readily, and fire would 
spread easily through it. 
 
Variation: Despite the great variation in the species, no intraspecific taxa are recognised. 
George concluded that the variation he had seen appeared to be gradual and seamless, with 
no discrete varieties evident. He did concede more work needed to be done on the taxon. 
 
Banksia marginata has been closely studied in some parts of its range, namely the Gibraltar 
Range in northern New South Wales, around Sydney and parts of western Victoria and 
Tasmania. 
 
The overall impression I have of the taxon from data seen is that it is a 2-3 m shrub killed by 
fire and regenerating from seed in eastern New South Wales, whereas in a large zone 
covering western and northwestern Victoria and South Australia it occurs as a suckering 
shrub which produces few seeds. Also across western Victoria it is found as a large tree to 15 
metres which reproduces by seed. These latter two forms overlap and there do not appear to 
be intermediate forms. These populations are a high priority for some form of molecular 
analysis, as if it turns out that tree forms from different locales are more closely related to 
each other than corresponding nearby shrub forms, it suggests some diversity that should be 
recognised taxonomically. This has implications for conservation as the tree form has 
vanished from much of its range. 
 
Finally there are remnant populations in the inland Riverina with large leaves which look like 
B. integrifolia. 
 
Cultivation: Banksia marginata was first introduced into cultivation in England in 1802 (and 
was also listed as B. australis, B. insularis and B. marcescens); it was grown at Kew, Cambridge 
Botanic Gardens, Woburn Abbey and private gardens in Chelsea, Hackney and Haringay 



House. One specimen grown in a glasshouse at Kew was described as a tree 24 feet (7 m) 
high with a trunk girth of two feet (60 cm) at 40 years of age. 
 
B. marginata is generally fairly easy to grow in a well-drained sunny or part-shaded position in 
the garden. It can be leggy in shadier positions, or a more compact bushy shrub in full sun. 
Some varieties from drier areas seem to do poorly in areas of summer humidity. The flowers 
are not prominent unless they are numerous. Established plants can withstand drought, 
coastal exposure and temperatures as low as −10 °C. Propagation of plants can be by seed or 
cuttings; the latter is essential if trying to replicate plants of particular habit (such as dwarf 
specimens). Some Banksia marginata seed of subalpine provenance require stratification, 
namely keeping at 5 °C for 60 days before germination takes place over 6 to 25 days. Salkin 
proposed this was necessary so that seed released in a summer or autumn bushfire would lie 
dormant over the winter months before germinating in the spring.  
 
Some dwarf forms have been commercially available in Australian nurseries, although some 
selections do not maintain their dwarf status in cultivation. Banksia 'Mini Marg' is a small 
form selected from the northeastern coast of Tasmania which reaches 30 cm  high and 1 m  
wide. 'Mallacoota Dwarf' was selected from a natural population at Mallacoota, Victoria. Alf 
Salkin reported a form from Kanangra Walls with a peach-tinged limb as having horticultural 
potential, as well as a prostrate form from Cape Liptrap in Victoria. Banksia marginata, and 
the dwarf cultivar 'Mini Marg', have also been used in bonsai 
 

Variation of Banksia marginata in Tasmania 
As with Grevillea, which is represented only by Grevillea australis in Tasmania, the island state 
has been a bit short changed when it comes to species diversity in the Banksia genus. While 
Tasmania had at least two other species in the past (Banksia integrifolia and B. kingii) we now 
have just two species, B. serrata and B. marginata. Banksia serrata is listed as rare in the state 
and has a fairly limited distribution, being confined to the Rocky Cape National Park on the 
north coast and Flinders Island in Bass Strait; in contrast, B. marginata is widespread. The 
paucity of species diversity in the Grevillea and Banksia genera is compensated at least in part 
by the huge variability in form observed in both G. australis and B. marginata. There are at 
least seven distinct forms of G. australis in Tasmania and until a recent revision they each had 
the status of ‘variety’. The focus of this article, however, is to highlight the range of forms of 
the hardy and highly adaptable B. marginata.  
 
In Tasmania, Banksia marginata occupies an amazingly wide diversity of habitats, being 
located in coastal heaths through to subalpine areas, and correspondingly varies greatly in 
growth habit, leaf size and shape. These variations occur between habitats but also within 
individual stands. Plants range from totally prostrate forms - as found in the windblown 
north coast at Petal Point and exposed sea cliffs at Cape Pillar on the southeast coast - to 
small trees of 12 m or more in sheltered positions. Leaves are usually arranged alternately, 
attached by a short 1-3 mm petiole. Leaf shape seems to vary from oblong to oblanceolate, 
lanceolate or linear. Margins can be entire or serrate, while tips are either blunt or finish with 
a sharp point or a hooked tip. Flower colour is a fairly consistent yellowy golden lemon, 
although green and pink flowers have been observed. Flower size ranges from just a few 
centimetres up to 20 cm height, depending on exposure and other environmental conditions. 
Some forms are lignotuberous while other forms can reshoot from epicormic buds. 



Suckering has been observed on plants where root disturbance or other forms of trauma 
have occurred. 
 
Banksia marginata is distributed throughout the state from an altitude of just above 0 m in the 
coastal zone through to 1200 m in the Mt Field National Park. This adaptable species occurs 
in wet sclerophyll, dry sclerophyll, subalpine woodland, buttongrass moorland, coastal and 
heathland communities. Given its widespread distribution, plants also grow in a variety of 
soil types including mudstone, dolerite, basalt, sandstone, and granite amongst others. 
 
Many of the native nurseries in Tasmania were quick to take advantage of variation in 
Banksia marginata and brought several forms into cultivation. These include ‘Ridgeway 
Spread’, ‘Coastal Spread’, ‘Coles Bay Compact’, ‘Superbush’ and ‘Petal Point Dwarf’. The 
following descriptions focus on the above mentioned forms, although there are several 
others in cultivation at the Royal Tasmanian Botanic Gardens which include selections from 
South Arm and Southport. ‘Mini Marg’ is a dwarf form from Tasmania’s northeast coast 
which seems to feature more in interstate nurseries than in Tasmanian ones.  
 
Examples of forms commonly cultivated  

 
‘Ridgeway Spread’ (at Island Bonsai): This low spreading form often takes on a sculptural habit, with a height of 
2.5 m and width of up to 3 m. Flowers are yellow/lemon 50-80mm high. Leaves are linear 5-10 mm wide and 10-80 
mm long with entire margins. The original plant came from Ridgway, a suburb on the foothills of Mt Wellington, 300 
m asl.  



 
‘Coastal Spread’ (at Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens): A slow growing, low spreading form 1.5 m high and 
2 m wide with crowded foliage along the stems. Flowers yellow/lemon 50-80 mm high. Leaves are oblanceolate and 
generally do not exceed 15 mm length and 4 mm width. Originates from Tasmania’s east coast. 

‘
Coles Bay Compact’ Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens: A low spreading form 2 m high and wide. Leaves 
20-30 mm long and 5-10 mm wide, tipped with a series of sharp points. Yellow flowers in Autumn are 60-90 mm 
high. Originates from Coles Bay on Tasmania’s east coast. 



 

 
‘Petal Point Dwarf’ (at Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens): A compact bush to 1 m high and wide. Flowers 
yellow/lemon 50-90 mm high. Leaves oblanceolate with entire margins, 10 mm wide and 20-35 mm long. This form 
originates from Petal Point on Tasmanian’s north coast.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
‘Superbush’ (at Island Bonsai): This form takes on a more formal habit with tight upright growth and long linear 
foliage. Height between 2-3.5m, width of around 1.5m and flowers yellow/lemon 50-90 mm. Leaves are linear 20-60 
mm long and 3-5 mm wide. This form has proved to be more difficult than some other forms to propagate. Original 
specimen was found south of Hobart.  

 
Variation in foliage of above mentioned forms with three additional miscellaneous seed grown examples. From left. 
‘Ridgeway Spread’, miscellaneous seed grown, ‘Superbush’, miscellaneous seed grown, ‘Petal Point Dwarf’, ‘Coles Bay 
Compact’, miscellaneous seed grown, ‘Coastal Spread’.  



 
Examples of additional observed forms 
 
Cape Pillar on Tasmania’s southeast coast is home to some stunning forms including totally 
prostrate, miniature and pink flowering forms. Propagation trials are currently underway to 
see if seed collected from these forms remains true to type.  
 

 
Prostrate form at Cape Pillar 

 

 
Semi-prostrate form at Cape Pillar 



 

 
Pink flowering form at Cape Pillar 

 
The subalpine/alpine areas of Lake Rhona and the Denison Range in South West Tasmania 
have some very low growing, bushy forms that would be suitable for cultivation in frost 
prone areas. 

 
Bushy, low growing form on the Denison Range 

 



 
Miniature form at Lake Rhona.  

 
One of the narrow leaved forms in Southern Forests. 
 
The Southern Forests area south of Hobart 
has forms with linear leaves, making them 
resemble Banksia spinulosa from a distance. 
Several of these forms had great horticultural 
potential but were lost during logging 
operations before cutting material could be 
collected. 
 
Several subalpine forms observed in the 
Western Lakes-Central Plateau area also have 
horticultural potential, growing up to 1.5 m 
with flowers up to 20 cm nicely displayed on 
the tops of branches. Unfortunately these 
forms have so far proven to be difficult to 
propagate. Lagoon of Islands has some large 
and very busy forms with small leaves not 
unlike the ‘Coastal Spread’ form. 

 

 



There are many other locations in Tasmania that contain interesting forms, including: the 
Bay of Fires/Gardens area in the north east is home to a number of miniature and low 
growing forms which are not yet in cultivation; Cape Bruny Light House has several very 
low growing forms; Snug Tiers above Pelverata Falls has some lovely bushy forms; subalpine 
Mt Wellington in Hobart, and Crescent Bay and Cape Raoul on the Tasman Peninsula also 
have worthy forms awaiting cultivation. 

Photograph Credits:  
In “Examples of forms commonly cultivated”: Jonathan Esling  
In “Examples of additional observed forms”: David Marrison 
For additional information email Jonathan Esling at: jonathanesling@yahoo.com 
 

A walk in the Bottle Forest (Royal National Park), a marginata stronghold 
On the 14th of April I walked in Bottle Forest, accessed via Bottle Forest Road at East 
Heathcote. This is a sandstone area along the western border of the Royal National Park. 
Here was open sclerophyll forest which had been burnt over the summer of 2000-01 and is 
now 10 or 11 years post burning. Banksia serrata and B. spinulosa were fairly common, along 
with the odd B. oblongifolia. But what was notable was the abundant B. marginata. 
These for the most part 
looked like they had 
grown since the last 
bushfire, and were in the 
main spindly shrubs to 2 
m tall. I did see one large 
specimen around 5 metres 
high with a trunk that 
reached 12 cm or so in 
diameter. All had standard 
yellow flowers and 
greenish- or occasionally 
tan-yellow in bud. The old 
spikes had plenty of 
follicles. In areas where 
there were swarms of 
plant in flower, there was 
a musky odour in the air 
which wasn’t as strong as 
if you stuck your face in 
the flower spike. Other 
proteaceae in the area 
were Xylomelum pyriforme, 
Telopea speciosissima and 
Grevillea sericea. Overall I 
was intrigued to see such 
a dominance of B. 
marginata here. Nice walk 
and highly recommended.  

 
(Young flower spike of marginata arising from same node as old spike) 



(Interesting plant which was easily 5 metres high) 
 
 

 



Addendum – photos of Banksia aquilonia colour variants 

 

 

 

 

Last issue Kevin reported on some intriguing 
colour variants of B. aquilonia (a vastly 
underrated garden plant in my opinion). 
Anyway, he has sent some photos through 
and adds: ‘I’d like feedback as to where if 
anyone knows the provenances of various 
forms/colours of aquilonia. I only collected 
seed from the Pyramid Mountain south of 
Cairns and am surprised to see colour 
variation from one cone. I may have been 
given seed by another enthusiast & this may 
be the reason for the bluish one popping up? 
 

(Three colour variants of Banksia aquilonia 

cultivated at Banksia Farm: 

 

Above left – bluish buds 

Above right – golden  

Left – green-yellow) 



 
Dwarf bronze-flowered B. menziesii 
Not surprisingly, Kevin has more spectacular 
banksias to report…. 
 
“I have three bronze bushes in flower. The 
other two are first flowering and the plants 
are approximately 1.6 metres high. The plant 
in attached photo is seven years old and on 
its third flowering. It has not been pruned 
and has a naturally low branching habit.” 

 
 

 


