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NEW MEMBERS
1 extend a warm welcome to new members from vastly differing climatic situations.

Allen Dawsen lives on the mid north coast of NSW, an area which has not been represented
previously in our Study Group. He has been running a commercial business in plant tubestock,
involving propagation by tissue culture, but now wishes to indulge a personal interest, viz. growing
Verticordias. He is aware of the hazards which sometimes befall plants growing away from their
natural climatic range, a fact which has sometimes encouraged the expression :-* drop dead plants’. He
is very anxious to see, nevertheless, what he can do and add to his current successes with ¥V’s plumosa
chrysanthella and nitens

Allen’s letter has been included later under Cultivation Notes’. He asks a number of
questions which I have attempted to answer. (see also my reply).His questions indicate a willingness to
think positively about his problems. Members might like to add their own thoughts on the matters
raised.

John Edmonds-Wilson is growing quite a collection of Verticordias, some of which, suchas™

Verts. aurea and nitens have previously posed specific problems in our eastern climatic zones.

John says------—--I live on a cropping and grazing farm adjoining Coonalpyn, on the Eastern
side-------- 160 km south-east of Adelaide, on the main highway to Melbourne. Rainfall is supposed to
average 450mm per annum, but has been struggling lately. Rain is winter dominant. Soil types on the
tnajority of our better, (for farming) land is a sandy clay loam top soil, pH 7-7.5, going quickly to a
very variable clayey, rubbly, lime-stoney combination of any three, pH heading anywhere up to 10.

However all is not bad news for growing native plants because we also have sand hills which
are made of white, grey or yellow sand with a pH of 6-7. The top surface of this sand is strongly water
repellent, but dig down a short distance and the sand accepts water easily. This is what [ have carted in
to my garden and I have mounded the sand up anywhere from 6” to 4 feet deep. (It helps having heavy
earthmoving equipment on the farm). In these mounds I am growing a selection of Western Australian
plants such as Beaufortia, Pityrodia, Verticordia, Ptilotus, Grevillea ete.

I find that Eastern States plants struggle with the very hot dry summers we have here and |
have mostly given up trying to grow them. Westem plants however seem 1o thrive here, provided they
do not come from the very high rainfall south-west tip of W.A., or too far north, where they have no
frost tolerance. (We might get frosts down to 0 degrees during winter)

' Verticordias that are succeeding in my garden on their own roots include V.s cooloomia,
monadelpha, mitchelliana, spicata, halophila, lindleyi, drummondii, pennigera, plumosa, nitens,
aurea, chrysantha, etheliana and brownii.

Verticordias succeeding grafted (mostly on to Chamaelacium uncinatum), include V.s grandis,
chrysostachys and albida.

A number of grafted plants put out this year include V.s comosa, dichroma, lepidophylla and
muelleriana, but it is a little early to make comment on them.

Verticordias are a magnificent flowering plant, a “people stopper” and I love having them as
part of my garden. I would love to see them more widely used by people and hope that 1 can learn more
about them by joining your Study Group™

Brenda Galey says verticordias are one of her favourite species of Australian plants .She is
curmrently growing Verticordias chrysantha, plumosa and monadelpha and aims to expand her
collection this spring

Adrian Lamande & Mae-Lin Han are growing V.s plumosa, mitchelliana ,monadelpha,
drummondii,chrysantha and densiflora;some for up to two years, and would like to make contact with
other Victorian members who may be willing to exchange cutting material with them of other
species.(Tel.8802 4767)



VERTICORDIA, The Turner of Hearts-Errata

The author, Elizabeth George, draws attention to the following errors in the text.(Reprinted
from the West Australian Wildflower Society Newsletter, May 2004):-

Page 156- Species 15 Verticordia serrata (Lindleyi) Schaner (1941). Line 8-9 should read:-

‘—Bracteoles not keeled, not cuspidate, caducous.

Page 162- Species 16 Verticordia integra A.S.George (1991).Line 1 should read:-

‘--—Bracteoles not keeled. not cuspidate, caducous.

“My sincere thanks to Clive Napier for bringing them to my attention’

CULTIVATION NOTES

The following is the letter from Allen Dawson, as mentioned above. I believe the letter and
my reply may be of interest to members,

“Thank you for the newsletters and the offer of advice. At the moment I only grow three;
Verticordias chrysanthella and plumosa in the ground and some Vert.nitens inmy propagation honse.
Verticordias aren’t popular in this area and you rarely see them available. I read with interest the
newsletters you sent and would you please let me know if there are any back issues available,

Your article on post hole planting was interesting but I have to admit that the way I grow
plants from wet-winter, dry-summer regions is rather different. Are verticordias prone to dying during
drought? You seem to keep good records of your planting efforts. Do you have any details of deaths
from drought against deaths from wet summer conditions?.

On reading this article,my first thought was why are you trying to keep the root system active
by accessing more moisture when the above-ground part of the plant isn’t actively growing.. I have not
tried mulching mounds with pea gravel, but I will make the comment that if the clay particles separate
and form a sealing crust to stop water penetration, they would also have the effect of blocking air flow
as well. In periods of wet weather and high soil moisture where you have lateral water movement
through the soil, you may actually be increasing the amount of time the root system under the clay
layer stays wet.. ] also think that the depression around the mounded area would add to the problem,
because water trapped in the depression cannot move away from the area without moving through the
soil where most of the roots are concentrated.

. In your article on plants in cultivation, you mention that some plants are prone to yellowing.
Do you know the pH of your soil and potting mix. I have found that changes to pH when growing
difficult species, (not verticordias), can give better results.

PH and nutrient availability is a complex subject and difficult to explain, so I will give you an
example that will illustrate the point I’m trying to make. About 18 years ago while bush walking I
found a colony of Eriostemon australasius growing in a very wet and swampy area of mainly peat and
sand-based soil. Cuttings were taken from these plants and one group was planted in soil with a little
added sand (pH 6.7) and the other group were planted with the addition of sand and quite a lot of peat
moss (pH 4.6) .

The plants in peat and sand were very slow growing in comparison to the other group but still
looked healthy. Over a period of 6 years, all the plants in the sand-improved soil died, where only one
in the sand and peat group failed to live. Both groups were growing near each other and received the
same care. After the first season’s growth, the plants in sand were twice as big as the ones in peat and
sand. First impressions were that they were healthier, but in the long term, the slower growing plants
ended up growing as well and also surviving longer. Even though the plants in the peat and sand
received the same amount of fertiliser as the others, the low pH would effect the availability of
nutrients and slow their growth.. This raises the question of were they slower growing than naturally
growimg plants or were the faster growing plants growing too well?

For the last 5 years I haven’t lost any plants from collar-rot, because of the way I plant. Most
people would be aware of how hard it is to re-wet potting mix that has become too dry. With plants that
are prone to collar-rot, I don’t usually plant them until they are growing in 200mm pots, and leave 75 to
100mmat the top of the potting mix above ground level, and then place just enough soil around the
exposed roots to cover them, and then mulch normally
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Once the plant becomes established and you stop watering it, because the base of the plant is
so far above ground and encased in dry potting mix it remains dry. The only drawback is that they are
harder to establish when first planted.

1 mix my own potting mix using mostly composted pine bark, so you may not get the same
results if you have a lot of sand or water holding capacity. I hope some of this information is of interest
and would welcome your comments.

Until recently I have been operating a propagation and wholesale nursery growing about
20000 plants a year. Now I have more time, 1 wish to start growing more of what I’m interested in
personally, instead of what the trade requires. Apart from my interest in Verticordias I also grow
around 90 varieties of Grevilleas, 40 Prostantheras and 15 Eremophilas as well as a good variety of
other natives and exofics.

Next time you are pruning your plants, would it be possible for you to send me some cutting
material. I would be more than happy to reimburse you”

The following was my reply to Allen Dawson:-

I was interested to get your recent letter and I will try to respond to your very welcome

questions and other matters, in the order you raised them.

V. nitens. This species has proved difficult to maintain in decent shape in Eastern Australia.
The major problem has beena debilitating attack on the leader foliage in the active growing phase. I
should add that this problem has also been evident elsewhere, even in Western Australian gardens, and
1 am not aware of any satisfactory solution.

In its natural state it develops a spectacular head of flower on a tall leader stem. I do not have
the species at the moment, but earlier on 1 was able to maintain it for several years by pruning off the
developing leaders and forcing a more shrubby growth form. This did not resemble the typical form
well known in the flower trade, but nevertheless it flowered well and was attractive.

1 am interested to note you are maintaining it in your propagation house. If you continue to do
this I would be interested to receive your further comments.

Study Group Newsletters I have included N/Ls 38 and 39 herewith. I do also have some
earlier ones available to which you are welcome- refer later.

Post Hole Planting, As mentioned in recent Newsletters, this experiment has only been
running for a couple of years or sO and late summer weather patterns in the period have not been what 1
have grown up to expect, S0 there are a few questions still to be answered. As a matter of fact we have
suffered below average annual rainfall for probably 5 years or sO according to the Weather Bureau..
Nevertheless 1 have found most Verticordias have responded with production of better growth form
under this planting treatment, which Iam continuing to use.

Furthermore it does generally seem to assist planting establishment throughout the year,
taking advantage of warmer summer soil conditions.

[ used the term generally because although late summer/early autumnss a natural dormancy
period in south-west Australia some species exhibit different dormancy responses to climatic variation,
both in flowering time and growth rate.

Drought Effect Despite the fact that summer watering has not been applied, except for the
carly establishment periods, T have only had one or two cases which might have been attributed to
death from drying out One of these was a V' mitchelliana which, upon root examination, revealed
development of entrirely lateral, rather than deeply penetrating roots?. Another species; V. monadelpha
var monadelpha also appeared to have dried out. This, I believe was influenced by the nature of the
clay coated gravel mulch, (see later comment).

Soil Moisture During Summer. Despite the fact that Verticordias hail from a dry summer
region, many will respond with continued, although sometimes slower growth, if soil moisture is
available in the traditional dormancy period. This seems particularly evident with young plants.

In the natural state, much of WA heathland is underlain by gravelly strata and the plant roots
would automatically tend to follow the moisture down towards this as surface conditions dry out. In
their natural climatic region furthermore, Verticordia leaf form frequently changes in the dormancy
period to a tougher more evaporation-resistant form, which is rarely encountered in our Eastern
gardens.

In their natural climatic region furthermore, when winter rains eventuate and upper strata
become damper and cooler, Verticordias are not so susceptible to collar rot attack, as is more common
in our Eastern Australian summer-wet Zones.



Our most vulnerable late-summer weather pattern for collar rot seems not to be the occasional
rain period, but later, after rain, if overcast skies prevail day and night for several weeks, with high
humidity and minimum temperature range, stalled in the low to middle 20s.

Another matter of interest is that collar-rotting seems generally much less of a problem here
in the actively growing, preflowering growth stage, but rather in post-flowering dormancy, which at
times may be deferred with contiuance of softer and greener form of leaf growth.

Pea Gravel Mulch. My experience with this supports your reasoning and in fact I have now
adopted the custom of pre-washing the gravel, so that aeration of the upper mound levels is not
seriously impaired. I have also found some species, which tend to develop roots closer to the surface
can suffer more in dry summer periods. I believe the formation of the crusted surface layer over the
mounds contributed to capillary movement upwards with the consequent moisture loss through
evaporation, accentuating summer drying out of surface stratum

With regard to your surmise that under wet summert conditions, plant roots may be
disadvantaged by excess retention of soil moisture:- [ have felt that the important consideration was
not to completely eliminate summer moisture in the root zone but, to create conditions whereby more
uniformity prevailed under varying weather conditions

This was the reason that the post holes were initially filled with a slightly dampened mix of
gravel and loam, hoping that some aeration may be retained, which would encourage better drainage of
excess water to the lower hole regions and .below the expected level of Toot penetration .Obviously the
holes must not be carried down into impervious material. The freer drainage, it was hoped, would
contribute to minimising attack from root rot As mentioned in my Newsletters, this aspect of the
planting process is a matter which has yet to be conclusively proven long-term, or under more difficuit
seasonal weather pattemns

Soil pH. My soil generally ranges from 6 to 6.5. 1 have contemplated pH as being a possible
factor causing the yellowing but testing soil of affected species did not show anything seriojusly
wrong. Only a few plants have been affected . One of these is a stock specimen of V. argentea. After
flowering it yellowed badly and then defoliated. This moming however I noted it was starting to throw
out a few new leaf shoots. I have wondered if the answer to the yellowing could be nutritional, or
perhaps bear some relation to a natural dormancy period.

Your comments on the Eriostemon australasius plants is very interesting but I can’t offer
much useful thought on the matter. It does strike a chord in my memory though. Many years ago, when
I was developing my native garden at Mount Kuring-gai, I was visited by Judy Hammersley,owner of
possibly the leading W.A. Australian Plant Nursery at the time. Her advice to me was -“if you want to
grow Australian plants, grow them slowly”

From your description of the terrain where you found the Eriostemons, viz.a wet and swampy
area, they must have been the form [ have noted from mid North Coast of NSW to southern
Queensland, which I have seen in coastal sand-swamp. From my observation, this form, unlike the
more usnal form common in high terrain nearer Sydney is a much lower growing shrub with very large
flowers, and larger, thicker leaves. I have fried to propagate both forms on occasion with little or no
success, so you must have been doing something right. :

Your planting procedure Your solution to the problem of collar-rotting is interesting. As you
commented your assessment of the hazards associated with soil moisture in the dormancy period is a
little different from mine and your progressive comments would be very welcome

For instance 1 have found here that V. chrysanthella is a tougher Verticordia than most and
would most likely survive in many gardens without special treatment other than provision of mulch to
prevent excessive drying out and some attention to soil surface sterility in the plant stem region. With
my trials of the post-hole planting treatment, results to date show greatest difference in the growth form
which has been very superior to earlier efforts. As noted longevity has yet to be proven.

Re V. plumosa. There are many forms of this species as well as many recognised varieties, SO
my comments may need to be qualified a little depending upon which particular clone or variety you
have. The particular V. pkemosa var plumosa 1am growing at the moment is a very robust form and 1
have not even tried it with the post hole treatment as it very resistant to common garden problems. On
the other hand I have had some forms in the past which have been more touchy, so I cannot comment
usefully on your efforts in this case.

Pruning and Cutting Material. I am currently adopting a policy of pruning from an early age,
to produce lower, more dense specimens. This is a year-round procedure, so there is no particular
season when cutting material might be available.

At the moment I should be able to find a little from close to a dozen species, so I will make up
a parcel in the near future and post it up-——. Please keep me informed of your progress.



BRINGING VERTICORDIAS OUT OF THE TOO HARD BASKET

The following is reprinted from an article in the May 2004 issue of the Wildflower Society of
Westemn Australia Newsletter. The article was written by our esteemed member, Elizabeth George, the
author of the book “Verticordia, the Turner of Hearts.” The article contains facts of general interest,
which I believe are well worth repetition, as well as specific pointers listed under the headings:-

“Why should we grow Verticordias?
“Cultural Requirements”
“Handy Hints”.

“Verticordias, some commonly known as feather flower, momison, or wild cauliflower, were
successfully cultivated by enthusiastic growers of Australian plants as long ago as the 1930-40’s. In
fact a few species were even grown and introduced to horticulture by nurseries in England between
1836 and 1910. A greater number of nurserymen and enthusiasts in eastern Australian states began
cultivating a wider range in the 1950-60s. Up to 25 different verticordias were grown at “Myall Park”
at Glenmorgan in Queensland and some survived for 19 years.

Here in the west, with the development of the botanic gardens at King’s Park, at least 30
species were cultivated. Despite these achievements verticordias were generally considered to be too
difficult to grow and maintain in the garden. This was probably because their basic cultural needs were
not understood.

From the early 1980°s a concerted effort was made by a relatively small group of dedicated
growers throughout Australia to bring all species into cultivation. They researched their specific
requirements under a wide range of climatic and growing conditions, in order to provide information
that would enable gardeners to enjoy the beauty and diversity of these fantastic plants. Research was
also carried out at King’s Park.

Why should we grow verticordias?

1.  They are beantiful plants, sometimes most unusual and often produce spectacular displays
when covered in flowers for weeks at a time.

2.  They range from small compact or spreading to medium and tall shrubs

3 They occur in every colour except blue and can be chosen for colour in different seasons

_ 4 Many verticordias are honey perfumed and attractive to nectar feeding birds, butterflies and a

range of beneficial insects, including some newly discovered native bees that depend on particular
species for their sustenance.

5. Verticordias have low water requirements when established in gardens.

6.  Cut flowers are ideal for arangements retaining colour and sometimes perfumes for long
periods.
7. Verticordias prefer hot sunny spots in gardens and rockeries and many can be grown in pots.

8. Most are indigenous to Western Australia and their natural habitats are disappearing or
becoming fragmented.

Cultural requirements.

1 An open position with full sun for most of the day is ideal. Short periods of filtered shade
from trees and tall open shrubs are tolerated, provided there is good circulation above the plants. They
will defoliate, flower poorly and possibly die when overgrown by other vegetation.

2 Freely draining slightly alkaline to slightly acid soil that retains some moisture in summer
(pH 5.5 to pH 6.5 is ideal). Waterlogged soil can cause root rotting.

3 Light surface mulch will help retain moisture and protect feeder roots during the hot dry
weather. Keep mulch away from stems to avoid collar-rot.

4 A good watering-in at planting, then every few days to weekKly for the first year or longer
during drought conditions. Plants respond to drip or trickle irrigation. Too frequent watering and
overhead sprinklers may cause fungal attack

5 Annual light pruning and regular tip pruning are recommended. When left unpruned some
species can develop untidy growth.

6 A small amount of native blend slow release fertiliser at planting time is beneficial. Over
fertilising and over watering produce lush new growth that is highly susceptible to fungal attack.
Handy hints
Prune only when plants are actively growing. Never cut bare stems below the foliage
Regular tip pruning of new leader growth encourages a bushy habit.

Cutting a few flowering stems is an ideal method of pruning.
Shearing off the old flowers is often all that is necessary to keep corymbose species compact.
Verticordias love companion planting but resent overcrowding.
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3 Cutting a few flowering stems is an ideal method of pruning.
4 Shearing off the old flowers is often all that is necessary to keep corymbose species compact.
5 Verticordias love companion planting but resent overcrowding.

From the list of verticordias that have proven rewarding in gardens, first time growers should look for:-

Verticordia plumosa var. plumosa-—-----—- The southemn form is an attractive bushy shrub. It
has perfumed pale to deep mauve-pink soft feathery flowers and greyish-green needle shaped crowded
leaves.. The Hills form is taller to 1m, sometimes referred to as the’cricketball’ form because of its
large rounded heads of blooms. Both flower prolifically from September to December.

Verticordia chrysanthella—------ A particular form of this species has been sold in murseries
for many years as V. chrysantha. Compact 30-60 cm tall, its bright green terete foliage can be
completely covered with brilliant yellow, almost woolly flowers from July/August until December.
Placed in groups amongst other similar sized shrubs, it produces spectacular displays.=-------e-ze-sc-en
V. chrysantha is more upright,--------- and more openly branched.

Verticordia mitchelliana------- is an attractive shrub to 1m with a spread of 1-2m.—---Its
unusual rapier-like, bright red, pendulous flowers from October to January or Febmuary are eye-
catching, especially when a plant is elevated as in a built-up bed or rockery.

Expenenced growers have a larger palette to choose from:-

Verticordia monadelpha var. callitricha --—--- forns a dense mound of intense magenta-pink
when covered with soft, scented flowers through summer into autumn. 30-70c¢m tall and 1m wide, the
urge to pat its woolly bloom is irresistable. This variety is more compact than var.monadelphai which,
although also beautiful, nsually has paler pink or white flowers,a taller more open habit to 1m tall and
blooms earlier in August or September. Leaves are fleshy, greyish-green and linear with three sides.

Verticordia brownii-—--—- is an erect corymbose shrub 30-60c¢m tall and 15-30cm wide with
tiny greyish to yellowish-green fleshy leaves, crowded on many short branchiets. Dense woolly heads
of tiny pale-pink to magenta-pink flowers appear from November until January or later.

Verticordia staminosa subsp. staminosa,(Wongan Featherflower), has an attractive low
spreading habit 30cm x 90 cm.Quaint pendulous yellow and red feather flowers hang below the bright
green pinelike foliage crowded on whitish branches. Ideal for rockeries and built-up garden beds, it is
particularly omamental placed around the base of tall open shrubs. Subsp. cylindracea is a little taller
to 60cm, also spreading with slightly smaller foliage, and flowers almost all year. Var. erecta is
upriught like a miniature pine tree, less than 1m tall, with a profusion of the lantern-like flowers from
April until October or November. These plants have self sewn when established in Gardens.

Other species to ask for are the burgundy and gold flowered V. dichroma var. dichroma, ted
flowered V. dichroma var. syntoma , V. etheliana and V. grandis. V. densiflora and Verticordia.
biepharophylla, (mauve-pink), V. cooloomia and V. endlicheriana var. angustifolia, (golden yellow),
and V. nitens (orange).--—-------—-—Elizabeth George”

MEMBER COMMENT

Dick Mills, Banjup, W.A. referred to a report I gave in Newsletter 40 on the loss of a
Verticordia pennigera, suggesting possible loss from collar rot attack. )

Dick comments:-“ at the top of page 5, (lines 3 & 4), you say ‘seemingly from collar-rot’.
Could this have been more from mechanical damage i.e. chafing from the heavy wind, which resulted
mn the air-gap at the stem ? I have experienced similar problems, particularly with plants growing too
bushy for their stem development.

Sometimes plants take a long time to die, from extremely lethal damage™

Martin Rigg, Yackandandah, northern Victoria, sent me a mud — map of their ambitious
garden .project on their rural property, showing arrangement of dam, display beds, nursery area etc.
Martin and Diana started the development four years ago and are recent additions to our Study Group.
From a recent phone conversation, they have well-drained, loamy soil which, I believe, should be very
suitable for the growing of Verticordias

STUDY GROUP FINANCIAL POSITION AT 30/6/04
Credit balance 30/6/03----- $197.80 Expenses 1/7/03-30/6/04~---$184.14
Receipts 1/7/03-30/6/04--- 159.00
Petty cash + stamps 30/6/04-- 8.90
Total--- $365.70 Credit Balance 30/6/04------ $181.56
DONATIONS since NL 41——Martin Rigg and Diana Leggat—--$5.00
SGAP Queensland Region Inc---$10.00

H.M.Hewett, ASGAP Verticordia Study Group Leader
11 Harvey Place Cherrybrook 2126  Tel. (02) 9484 2766
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