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The ‘leaves’ of many Acacia are really leaf 
stalks. They have flattened out to look 
and function like leaves. These flattened 
stalks have a special name: phyllodes. 
Phyllodes come in all different shapes 
and sizes: spiky, stem-hugging, big and 
round … some are even sticky to touch. 

But why would a plant have phyllodes 
instead of leaves? One reason is because 
phyllodes are very good at conserving water, 
which helps Acacia grow in areas that are very dry. 
Leaves lose water from their surface through little 
holes called stomata. Phyllodes generally have fewer 
stomata on their surface, so they lose less water less 
quickly. 

The seedlings of some Acacia species grow true 
leaves first, then start growing phyllodes instead. You 
can sometimes find seedlings with both true leaves 
and phyllodes. The true leaves of Acacia look a bit like 
the leaves on the ‘I – Indigo’ page. 

Acacia have very distinct flowers that are almost 
always yellow, a bit like fluffy balls or pipe-cleaners. 
These flowers aren’t one single flower, but lots of tiny 
little flowers bunched together. When flowers are 
bunched together like this, the bunch is called an 
inflorescence. Lots of Australian native plants have 
inflorescences, such as Banksia, Pussy Tail, Yam Daisy 
and Xanthorrhoea, all included in this book.

Next time you find an Acacia, have a look around 
and see if you can find any seedlings growing 

under it or nearby. Look at the leaves. Can you find 
seedlings that have true leaves and  leaf stalks 

developing into phyllodes?

Most Acacia have yellow flowers but 
there are a few exceptions. One is 
a cultivated Acacia called Scarlet 

Blaze with red flowers (grown from 
an unusual form of Acacia leprosa). 

Another is a very rare species of 
Acacia called Purple Wattle (Acacia 

purpureopetala) that has – you 
guessed it – purple flowers. 

Common name: Wattle
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Banksia ‘cones’ are made up of 
woody fruits that hold seeds to 
protect them from fire. Strangely, 
the fruits of many Banksia species 
can’t open without a fire! How does 
this work? Heat from the fire triggers 
the fruits to slowly open. Then once the 
fire has passed, the seeds are released 
into the freshly cleared soil, where they 
germinate and start to grow into a new plant. 
These adaptations increase the chances of 
the Banksia seeds growing into new plants. An 
adaptation is a feature of a plant that helps it 
or its offspring to survive in its environment. Many 
Australian native plants have adaptations that help 
the species to survive fire (and all sorts of other 
conditions too). Some adaptations help only seeds 
survive the fire so they can germinate and grow 
into new plants. Often Banksia plants are killed by 
fire, but their seed survives. 

One other thing that can kill Banksia easily is a 
fungus in the soil. It is called Cinnamon Fungus and 
it attaches to the roots of Banksia, eventually killing 
the plant. It can be spread in mud that gets caught 
on people’s shoes. You can help protect Banksia by 
cleaning mud off your shoes before and after you 
go for a walk in the bush. In affected areas you will 
often see signs warning you that Cinnamon Fungus 
is present in the soil. Take extra care in these areas to 
stay on paths and clean your shoes. You might even 
find a shoe-cleaning station with shoe scrubbers 
there ready for you to use. That’s handy!

See if you can find a Banksia ‘cone’ 
with woody fruits that look like two 

eyes and a mouth.

Genus name: Banksia

Banksia have special roots (called proteoid roots) that form dense clusters in the 
soil. These special roots help Banksia to get nutrients out of the soil. This means 
that Banksia can grow in places that other plants might have trouble growing 

because their roots aren’t as good at getting nutrients out of the soil.



14 1514 15

Drosera are carnivorous plants that eat insects! Their 
leaves have hairs with a sticky substance on the 
end of each hair. When an insect lands on a leaf, it 
gets stuck. Then ever so slowly the Drosera eats the 
insect! But how does a plant eat an insect? Once the 
insect is trapped, the plant releases chemicals that 
slowly break down the insect, freeing nutrients from 
the insect for the plant to absorb.

And why would a plant eat an insect? The soil 
in many parts of Australia is low in some nutrients 
plants need to grow and function. Eating insects 
is an adaptation that allows a plant to get the 
nutrients it needs from a source other than the 
soil. Amazing!

As if a plant that eats insects wasn’t interesting 
enough, some Drosera also move! For example, 
when an insect touches a sticky hair of the Pimpernel 
Sundew (Drosera glanduligera), the hair flicks the 
insect into the centre of the leaf, which is covered in 
even more sticky stuff, trapping the insect. Pimpernel 
Sundew is one of the fastest moving plants in the 
world. If you blink you will miss it moving, it’s that 
fast! Although the initial ‘flick’ is 
very fast, sometimes the hair 
continues to bend over 
more slowly, as if to 
make sure the insect  
is truly trapped!

See if you can spot an insect on the 
leaves of a Drosera. If you look  

closely I’m sure you will find at least 
one! If you find a Pimpernel Sundew, 
grab a little twig and gently touch the 

end of one of its hairs and watch it 
flick over!

Common name: Sundew

The common name for Drosera is 
Sundew. This is because there’s a 

sticky substance on the plant’s leaves 
that looks a lot like morning dew when 

the sun shines on them. 
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Hibiscus have beautiful, often brightly 
coloured flowers that are sometimes quite 
large and eye-catching. Flowers are usually 
made up of three main parts: petals, pollen and 
a pistil. These can be tricky words to remember 
so it might help to think of them as ‘the three Ps’ of 
flower parts. Petals are modified leaves that are 
often coloured and can be scented. One of the jobs 
of petals is to attract pollinators such as insects. 
Pollen is often yellow and powdery and found in little 
bundles. The job of pollen is to reach an egg in the 
pistil to create a seed. The pistil is often in the centre 
of the flower and can be a bit sticky on top. The job 
of the pistil is to catch pollen and allow that pollen to 
reach an egg.

But how does the pollen get to the pistil? Often 
this is the job of a pollinator. A pollinator can be 
an insect, bird or another animal like a mammal. 
Pollinators are often attracted to flowers because 
the flowers produce sweet nectar, which pollinators 
like to eat. While the pollinator is eating the nectar 
in one flower, a few pollen grains might stick on its 
body. Then, when it moves to another flower, it might 
bump into the top of the pistil, dropping a few pollen 
grains. The pollen then moves down the pistil until it 
reaches the egg.

And why does all this happen? For a seed to 
develop and grow into a new plant, pollen needs to 
reach and fuse with an egg. This process is called 
fertilisation. The fertilised egg then develops into 
a seed which may one day grow into a new plant. 
So, Hibiscus flowers are not only pretty, they’re also 
important! They produce the parts that fuse to form 
seeds so new plants can grow!

See if you can spot some pollen in 
a Hibiscus flower. If you touch it you 
might notice a few pollen grains fall 
off onto your finger. You could even 
try transferring some of this pollen 

from your finger to the pistil of another 
flower, just like a pollinator!

Genus name: Hibiscus

Some Hibiscus are edible. You can eat just about the whole plant, 
including the flowers, fruit, roots and leaves. For example, people use 
the flower buds of some Hibiscus to make rosella jam. But watch out! 

Although many Hibiscus are edible, some may be poisonous. 
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Birds such as honeyeaters and wattlebirds pollinate 
Kangaroo Paw. When a bird’s head knocks into 
the pollen of a Kangaroo Paw, the pollen is 
deposited on a specific part of the bird’s head. 
The bird then transfers the pollen to the pistil 
of another flower of the same species. Each 
species of Kangaroo Paw deposits pollen on a 
different part of a bird’s head. This means that 
pollen from one species isn’t easily transferred 
to another species.

If pollen from one species does reach another 
closely related species, then a seed might be 
produced. If a plant grows from that seed, it 
may look a bit like both species: the species that 
produced pollen and the species that produced the 
egg. Plants that grow from two different species like 
this are called hybrids. Hybrids between different 
species are commonly found in nature when the 
two species grow nearby. Some hybrids can be 
very beautiful, so sometimes nurseries 
create hybrids. This includes lots 
of amazing-looking hybrid 
Kangaroo Paws, which 
you can buy to grow in 
your garden.

The name Kangaroo Paw comes from 
the flowers, which are covered in thick 

hairs and shaped like the paw of a 
kangaroo. Have a look at a Kangaroo 
Paw flower. Does it look a bit like the 

paw of a kangaroo to you?

The Red and Green Kangaroo Paw (Anigozanthos manglesii) is 
the floral emblem of Western Australia. All states and territories in 
Australia have a flower as a symbol. Floral emblems are usually 
common or well-known plants growing in that state or territory. 

Genera names: Anigozanthos and Macropidia
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Noon-flower is an Australian native 
plant that is succulent. A succulent 
plant is one that holds extra water in 
its leaves or stems, so they become 
thick and fleshy. Why are some 
plants succulent? There are two 
good reasons: one is to store 
water for use later. This can help 
a plant survive the dry periods, 
like during summer in southern 
Australia. Another reason some 
plants are succulent is to dilute the 
salt in the plant leaves. You often find 
succulent plants growing in salty areas, 
such as the coast, where other plants 
can’t easily survive.

Until recently, most people thought Australia 
did not have many native succulent plants! 
Australia actually has a few hundred species 
that have some form of succulence. One reason 
Australia’s succulent plants have been overlooked is 
that they are generally quite small and might shrivel 
up when dry, so they don’t stand out. But they are still 
there to be found if you look!

Noon-flowers look a lot like another Australian 
succulent with a funny name: Pig-face (Carpobrotus). 
They both have similar-sized succulent leaves and 
they both have bright pink flowers. They look so 
similar that sometimes Noon-flower is called Pig-
face, which is very confusing. You can usually tell the 
two apart by the shape of their leaves. When broken 
in half, Noon-flower leaves are generally rounded 
while Pig-face leaves are generally more triangular.

If you find a Noon-flower planted in 
a park or garden, break a leaf in half 

and give it a squeeze. If you watch 
and wait you should start to see a 

watery liquid ooze out. 

Species name: Disphyma crassifolium subspecies clavellatum

Pretty much every part of Noon-flower is edible. Some people 
grow Noon-flower in their garden and use the leaves in stir-

fries and salads. The liquid that is stored in Noon-flower leaves 
is also used by some people to soothe skin in much the same 

way as you might have heard Aloe vera is used. 
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Australian native orchid flowers come in all sorts 
of funny shapes, sizes and colours. The reason 
for all this variation is to attract a very specific 
pollinator to the flower. And when I say very 
specific, I mean it! For example, the Flying Duck 
Orchid (Caleana major) emits the smell of a 
female thynnine wasp to attract the male, who 
thinks he is mating with a female. Instead, he is 
covered in pollen while he mates with a flower. 
When he moves to another Flying Duck Orchid 
flower to try and mate again, the pollen is transferred 
to the pistil and with any luck a seed will be produced. 
This is pretty cool, but it can also put the orchid at risk. 
If anything happens to the insect that the orchid relies 
on to reproduce, then that orchid species might not be 
able to reproduce and could become extinct.

Many orchid species also have a very special 
symbiotic relationship with species of fungi growing 
in the soil. This relationship has a special name: 
mycorrhiza. The fungi provide the orchid with the 
water and nutrients it needs to grow. If something 
happens to the species of fungi the orchid relies on, 
then the orchid may not survive. So orchid plants are 
vulnerable in many ways.

Australian orchid plants are often small, low to the 
ground, and sometimes camouflaged. They can 
be hard to spot. Next time you’re out for a walk 
in a nice bit of bushland, especially during late 

winter and spring, look closely on the ground and 
among the leaf litter. If you’re lucky you might spot 

an orchid flower.

Orchid flowers come in all shapes, 
sizes and colours. Some of the crazier-

shaped orchid flowers include the 
duck orchids that look like tiny little 

flying ducks, spider orchids that have 
long dangly sepals like spiders’ legs, 

and bearded orchids that have a long 
hairy ‘beard’. The picture on this page 

is of one of the brightest coloured 
orchids in Australia, the Queen of 
Sheba. It has purples, yellows and  
reds that are so bright they almost 

look like they glow!

Family name: Orchidaceae
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Quandong fruit is edible. Once the fruit is 
eaten, people use Quandong seeds for 
all sorts of interesting things, like marbles, 
or beads for necklaces, or to massage 
their feet. The inside of the seed has 
antibacterial properties and has beenused 
to heal skin injuries and treat toothache. 
Aside from being able to eat the fruit and 
use the seeds, people use Quandongs for other 
things too. The wood is very oily, so it can be used 
to start a fire using friction. 

Quandongs are parasites that produce special 
haustoria roots just like Mistletoe. But Quandongs 
are different because they get water and nutrients 
directly from the roots of host plants, not the 
branches (like Mistletoe). Quandongs often rely on 
more than one host plant at a time. Their roots can 
spread to 10 metres in search of hosts, which can 
be other trees, but can also be smaller plants, like 
grasses. It’s pretty cool to think that a small grass 
plant could be providing water and nutrients for a 
massive Quandong tree!

Quandongs are hardy plants that often grow 
in hot, dry parts of Australia, such as deserts and 
scrublands. Lack of water makes it hard to grow 
other sorts of fruit trees in these areas, so some 
people grow Quandong trees instead, to enjoy  
fresh, tasty fruit straight off the tree. Great idea!

See if you can find some Quandong seeds on 
the ground around a Quandong tree. They look 
a bit like small woody brains! Can you think of a 
creative use for them? Maybe you could make a 
Quandong run (instead of a marble run) or use 

them to play a mini game of bocce or bowls!

Species name: Santalum acuminatum

Quandong are sometimes called 
native peach because their fruit tastes 

a little bit like – you guessed it – a 
peach. The fruit can be dried and is 

edible for up to eight years. And it’s got 
twice as much vitamin C as an orange!
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Stylidium are special because they have 
flowers that move! The pollen and pistil 
parts are fused into a structure that flips 
forward when touched. How does it work? 
The pollen matures first and is ready for a 
pollinator. When an insect touches the trigger, 
bang! It flips over, shooting pollen onto the insect’s 
back. The trigger then resets into catch mode, and 
nothing much happens until the pistil matures. Then 
the wait is on for another insect to visit, hopefully 
with pollen already on its back from another plant. 
Bang! The trigger flips over again, catching the 
pollen which will then try to reach the ovary, fuse 
and make a seed. 

Some plants have pollen and a pistil that mature 
at different times to avoid self-fertilising and 
encourage cross-pollination. Cross-pollination is 
a fancy way of saying that pollen from one plant 
fuses with the egg of another plant. Self-fertilising 
is when pollen fuses with an egg from the same 
flower or plant. Cross-pollination is a good thing 
because when the different pollen and egg fuse, 
the seed gets one set of genes from one plant and 
a second set from a different plant. Having genes 
from different plants gives the plant more chances to 
survive and reproduce. 

Some Stylidium species are also covered in sticky 
hairs all over their stems and the back of the flowers. 
Scientists used to think that Stylidium use these 
hairs in a similar way to carnivorous Drosera plants, 
to trap and eat insects. However, recent research 
suggests this might not be the case. Scientists are 
now wondering whether these sticky hairs may 
be a way to stop insects from eating the plant (by 
trapping them) instead of a way for the plant to get 
nutrients from the insects. 

 Try and set off the trigger of a Stylidium by 
gently nudging it with a fine twig. It moves 
fast so make sure you watch closely. And 

while you’re there do a bit of ‘insect trapping’ 
research. Can you spot any sticky hairs on the 
stems or the back of the flowers? Are there any 

insects trapped in them?

Common name: Trigger Plant

Stylidium are commonly known as Trigger Plants, 
and there’s a good reason. It’s because when the 

flowers are triggered (touched), they move!
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Utricularia are carnivorous plants. They have special 
bladders along parts of their stem that are able to 
catch, trap and eat tiny creatures! These bladders 
are often below the surface of water or in wet soil. 
Because of this, many species of Utricularia trap 
zooplankton. These are tiny creatures that live in 
water and can be so small that some are made up 
of just one cell. But they can also include things like 
mosquito larvae (babies).

How do they actually catch zooplankton in their 
bladders? Utricularia use a combination of pressure 
and trigger hairs to trap these small creatures 
in their bladders. First the bladders empty 
themselves of water, which lowers the pressure 
inside the bladders. Then, when a little creature 
touches the trigger hairs close to the bladder, 
the bladder opens and sucks water and any 
creatures that are nearby into the bladder. Water 
always moves from an area of high pressure to low 
pressure until the pressure evens out. The bladder 
shuts, and the creatures are trapped and eaten in a 
similar way to Drosera (chemicals break down the 
creature and the plant then absorbs the nutrients). 
Then the bladder is reset by emptying the water 
and waiting for the next little creature to set off the 
trigger hairs.

See if you can spot a Utricularia 
growing in water. Look closely at the 
water; can you see any tiny creatures 

swimming around? I wonder which 
one will be the plant’s next meal?

Common name: Bladderwort

Utricularia are carnivorous plants 
like Drosera. But while Drosera tend 

to trap flying insects, Utricularia 
often trap swimming creatures! 

Some have even been known to eat 
tadpoles! They may only catch their 
tail but that’s enough to become a 

Utricularia dinner! 




