
 

Waratah is an icon of the Aussie bush (and
very nearly the national emblem)

September 2 2019, by Jacob Krauss

  
 

  

Waratah flowers stand out vividly in the bush. Credit: Tim J Keegan/Flickr, CC
BY-SA

On one of my first field trips as a young student, searching in sweltering
September heat for banksia trees in the bush around Sydney, my eye was
caught by a flash of remarkable crimson. Trudging over the red dust, we
saw the beautiful waratah flower.

The cone-shaped flower sat upon a green leaf throne, sepals facing

1/4

https://www.flickr.com/photos/suburbanbloke/5189402266/in/photolist-gSpzw6-8Uz3uS-8Zk7yh-ij895V-gSp6Z3-gSoSRb-h9ZoGP-h9Zd8o-h9Zioc-jSn81-gSp4C1-gSpYEF-h9Zx49-4dNkFA-859LQU-gSoU3E-gSpiej-ha1LE2-jSmUr-h9Zm7t-ha1v9T-h9Z1YZ-fN6qPM-8Zk6Aw-WBGrhf-dg1gYJ-gTUFeN-ha1xNF-ivYFWY-ivYvD3-ivSbXq-ivryFW-ivrX5H-3NrLQ4-jSkW3-qschJr-XFeZt8-WDWCCk-5BS4q3-XCv9B7-47sUE4-XFf1er-XFf2nP-5BS47Q-ivSFaE
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


 

upward towards the heavens. The sun lit the red petals just right, and I
felt a sense of awe for the flower emblem of New South Wales.

The rounded flower head and the green razored leaves are iconic. The
long stem that can grow up to 4 meters tall allows it to stand above the
other vegetation.

There are five species of waratah flowers, although the species chosen
for NSW's emblem, Telopea speciosissima, is simply known as the New
South Wales waratah.

These grow across southeastern Australia along the central coast and up
the mountains from the Gibraltar range north of Sydney to Conjola in
the south.

Robert Brown named the genus Telopea in 1810, which derives from the
Greek word for "seen from afar"—just as I was able to spot the striking
red flowers in the bush. (There is even a botanical journal named
Teleopea, after the flower.)

This flower thrives in the shrub understory of open forest and survives
despite sandstone soils and volcanic rock. Delicate, the flowers need lots
of rainfall. There is also a rare white morph called "Wirrimbira white."
This form was found in the Robertson, NSW near the Kangaloon water
catchment.

Warratahs have a lignotuber in their root system that allows them to
store energy and nutrients. They can regenerate within two years after a
wildfire destroys the main flower.

It flowers from September to November, though flowering is highly
variable and is sensitive to the environment. The flower is pollinated by
birds that feed on its sweet nectar. The plant releases brown leathery

2/4

https://phys.org/tags/flower+head/


 

pods with large, winged seeds, which germinate readily—making it a
popular garden ornament.

A lovely first alternate for national flower

The waratah flower is a cultural symbol, adorning Australiana ranging
from stamps to the state flag of New South Wales. Because it was so
common, it helped play a role in developing a colonial Australia's
cultural identity. In fact, it almost beat out the golden wattle as the
national emblem back in the 1900s.

There was heated debate, but ultimately the waratah's bias towards
coastal habitat—which meant it was only found on the east coast of
Australia and Tasmania—led to its loss. However, in 1962 the flower
was proclaimed the official floral emblem of New South Wales.

There is a rich aboriginal history regarding the flower as well. Gulpilil's
Stories of the Dreamtime tells a story explaining how the white warratah
became red. In the story, a female wonga pigeon flew above the tree
canopy looking for her lost mate. She was caught by a hawk but broke
free, tearing her breast. She landed on a white warratah and her flowing
blood stained it red. As she flew from flower to flower, the blood from
the wounds drenched all the flowers red.

If you stick your finger in the flower when it is in bloom you'll see the
"blood" of the pigeon on your finger. The red nectar is sweet, and a 
medicinal tonic can be made from the red blooms.

It also made a striking impression on European artists in the 18th and
19th centuries. The flower can be seen on collections ranging from vases
to statues and stained-glass windows.

In 1915, Australian botanist R.T. Baker wrote, "The entire plant … lends
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itself to such a boldness of artistic ideas in all branches of Applied Art
that it has few compeers amongst the representatives of the whole floral
world."

I first spotted the flower on one of my first experiences in the bush near
Sydney, hunting banksia for a professor who studies the unique fire
ecology of Australian plants in Royal National Park. It is one of my
favorite Australian flowers, made even more special by the memory
when I first encountered it on that sunny, September day.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.

Provided by The Conversation

Citation: Waratah is an icon of the Aussie bush (and very nearly the national emblem) (2019,
September 2) retrieved 25 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2019-09-waratah-icon-aussie-
bush-national.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://phys.org/tags/flowers/
http://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/waratah-is-an-icon-of-the-aussie-bush-and-very-nearly-our-national-emblem-122706
https://phys.org/news/2019-09-waratah-icon-aussie-bush-national.html
https://phys.org/news/2019-09-waratah-icon-aussie-bush-national.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

