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Streets of purple haze: How the South
American jacaranda became a symbol of
Australian spring

October 11 2023, by Susan K Martin

Credit: Al-generated image (disclaimer)

Jacaranda season is beginning across Australia as an explosion of vivid
blue spreads in a wave from north to south. We think of jacarandas as a
signature tree of various Australian cities. Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide
and Perth all feature avenues of them.
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Grafton in New South Wales hosts an annual jacaranda festival.
Herberton in Queensland is noted for its seasonal show.

There are significant plantings in many botanic, public and university
gardens across Australia. Jacaranda mimosifolia (the most common
species in Australia) doesn't generally flower in Darwin, and Hobart is a
little cold for it.

So showy and ubiquitous, jacarandas can be mistaken for natives, but
they originate in South America. The imperial plant-exchange networks

of the 19th century introduced them to Australia.

But how did these purple trees find their stronghold in our suburbs?

Propagating the trees

Botanist Alan Cunningham sent the first jacaranda specimens from Rio
to Britain's Kew gardens around 1818.

Possibly, jacaranda trees arrived from Kew in colonial Australia.
Alternately, Cunningham may have disseminated the tree in his later
postings in Australia or through plant and seed exchanges.

Jacarandas are a widespread imperial introduction and are now a feature
of many temperate former colonies. The jacaranda was exported by the

British from Kew, by other colonial powers (Portugal for example) and

directly from South America to various colonies.

Jacarandas grow from seed quite readily, but the often preferred mode
of plant propagation in the 19th century was through cuttings because of
sometimes unreliable seed and volume of results.
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https://www.jacarandafestival.com/
https://www.facebook.com/jacarandafestivalherberton/
https://mhnsw.au/stories/general/dream-tree-jacaranda-sydney-icon/
https://mhnsw.au/stories/general/dream-tree-jacaranda-sydney-icon/
https://mhnsw.au/stories/general/dream-tree-jacaranda-sydney-icon/
https://academic.oup.com/histres/article/93/262/715/5938031?login=true
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A specimen of Jacaranda mimosifolia from Kew’s herbarium. Credit: The
Trustees of the Natural History Museum, London, CC BY

Cuttings are less feasible for the jacaranda, so the tree was admired but
rare in Australia until either nurseryman Michael Guilfoyle or gardener
George Mortimer succeeded in propagating the tree in 1868.

Once the trees could be easily propagated, jacarandas became more
widely available and they began their spread through Australian suburbs.

A colonial import

Brisbane claims the earliest jacaranda tree in Australia, planted in 1864,
but the Sydney Botanic Garden jacaranda is dated at "around" 1850, and
jacarandas were listed for sale in Sydney in 1861.

These early park and garden plantings were eye-catching—but the real
impact and popularity of jacarandas is a result of later street plantings.

Jacaranda avenues, in Australia and around the world, usually indicate
wealthier suburbs like Dunkeld in Johannesberg and Kilimani in Nairobi.

In Australia, these extravagant displays appear in older, genteel suburbs
like Subiaco and Applecross in Perth; Kirribilli, Paddington and
Lavender Bay in Sydney; Parkville and the Edinburgh Gardens in North
Fitzroy in Melbourne; Mitcham, Frewville and Westbourne Park in
Adelaide; and St Lucia in Brisbane.
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https://www.woollahra.nsw.gov.au/library/local_history/woollahra_plaque_scheme/plaques/michael_guilfoyle
https://www.woollahra.nsw.gov.au/library/local_history/woollahra_plaque_scheme/plaques/michael_guilfoyle
https://blog.qagoma.qld.gov.au/godfrey-rivers-under-the-jacaranda-a-quintessential-image-of-brisbane-queensland/
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/13055858?searchTerm=Jacaranda%20OR%20Jakaranda
https://www.wisemove.co.za/post/top-10-richest-suburbs-in-johannesburg
https://gay.medium.com/hashtag-jacaranda-propaganda-2f20ac6958b9
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The trend toward urban street avenue plantings expanded internationally
in the mid 19th century. It was particularly popular in growing colonial
towns and cities. It followed trends in imperial centers, but new colonial
cities offered scope for concerted planning of avenues in new streets.

Early Australian streets were often host to a mix of native plants and
exotic imported trees. Joseph Maiden, director of the Sydney Botanic
Gardens from 1896, drove the move from mixed street plantings towards
avenues of single-species trees in the early 20th century.

Maiden selected trees suitable to their proposed area, but he was also
driven by contemporary aesthetic ideas of uniformity and display.

SRG 488/18/52

The jacaranda plantation at Angorichina Hostel in South Australia’s Flinders
Ranges. Credit: State Library South Australia
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By the end of the 19th century, deciduous trees were becoming more
popular as tree plantings for their variety and, in southern areas, for the
openness to winter sunshine.

It takes around ten years for jacaranda trees to become established.
Newly planted jacarandas take between two and 14 years to produce
their first flowers, so there was foresight in planning to achieve the
streets we have today.

In Melbourne, jacarandas were popular in post-first world war plantings.
They were displaced by a move to native trees after the second world
war. Despite localized popularity in certain suburbs, the jacaranda does
not make the list of top 50 tree plantings for Melbourne.

In Queensland, 19th-century street tree planting was particularly ad
hoc—the Eagle Street fig trees are an example—and offset by
enthusiastic forest clearance. It wasn't until the early 20th century street
beautification became more organized and jacaranda avenues were
planted in areas like New Farm in Brisbane.

The popular plantings on the St Lucia campus of the University of
Queensland occurred later, in the 1930s.

A flower for luck

In Australia, as elsewhere, there can be too much of a good thing.
Jacarandas are an invasive species in parts of Australia (they seed readily
in the warm dry climates to which they have been introduced).

Parts of South Africa have limited or banned the planting of jacarandas
because of their water demands and invasive tendencies. Ironically,
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https://phys.org/tags/deciduous+trees/
https://www.proquest.com/docview/220356756/714CC7FF6134038PQ/6?accountid=12001
https://apps.des.qld.gov.au/heritage-register/detail/?id=602440
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/queensland-review/article/abs/for-shade-colour-and-in-memory-of-sacrifice-amenity-and-memorial-tree-planting-in-queenslands-towns-and-cities-191555/459CD1E02E7FD581B4B89ADD7073D705
https://phys.org/tags/invasive+species/
https://weeds.brisbane.qld.gov.au/weeds/jacaranda
https://phys.org/tags/planting/
http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0006-82412017000200020
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eucalypts have a similar status in South Africa.

Writer Carey Baraka argues that, however beloved and iconic now,
significant plantings of jacarandas in Kenya indicate areas of past and
present white population and colonial domination.

Despite these drawbacks, spectacular jacaranda plantings remain popular
where they have been introduced. There are even myths about them that
cross international boundaries.

In the southern hemisphere—in Pretoria or Sydney—they bloom on
university campuses during examination time: the first blooms mark the
time to study; the fall of blooms suggests it is too late; and the fall of a
blossom on a student bestows good luck.

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