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A STRANGER ON THE SHORE: THESPESIA POPULNEA (HIBISCUS
POPULNEUS), AN UNUSUAL SPECIES FOR SOUTH MORETON BAY,

Rosemary Opala
PO Box 5031, Victoria Pt., Qld 4165

Apparently overlooked until early 1996, something different was spotted

among the coltonwoods (Hibiscus tilinceus) on Coochiemudlo Istand’s less-visited
north eastern corner. A seattering of unusual flowers, at first glance on cottonwood
branches, alerled members of a walking group to a quite puzzling “hibiscus”,
The distinclive buds and fruits, and crinkled, lemon-yellow petals (some at stages
of maturing through rose-pink to du!l purple} could never be H.tiliaceus. The large,
heart-shaped leaves lacked the "lace d’oyley” insect depredations {ypical of
cottonwood foliage. Unlike the latter, the undersides were the same colour as the
surfaces. The overall appearance was of Macm‘angn tanarius, bul difficull to sort
out from a tangle of cottonwoods. What at first had appeared to be two specimens
turned out to be a single tree with 3 long (approx. 5m) arching trunks with pale
grey, lenticular bark.

The plant may have been bypassed lor years because of its comparatively

“short flowering period (late summer), and interfacing with cottonwoods and other
shoreline trees. The large (6 - 7 cm x 8 - 10 cin) blooms are most attractive, with
dark red centres to the yellow petals and a pleasant “plastic feel” when touched,
The dangling green fruits, looking rather like miniature tomatoes, are also
interesting. Flatiened globular and about 4dcm in diameter, they hold several furry
seeds. The fruits have a smooth, hard skin which goes brown and shrinks (o
hazelnut size when mature, remaining indehiscent.

Information in Stanley & Ross, Vol.2 {1986) sugpgested that the plant was
Thespesia populnea (L. Solander ex Corr., which had been recorded from Goat L.
in Moreton Bay. The Herbarium reported that “This is a tropical strand species
with its occurrence in Moreton Bay ils most southerly aspect. The only other
specimens we have from the Moreton Region are from Goal I, so this is a new
tocality for the species.”

For Coochiemudlo’s lone piant, vandalism or natural death is a concern.
The seeds appear to be sterile. What odyssey, we wonder, might have brought just
one fertile seed capsule (o this receptive landfalt on a quiet island corner? (The
pod will float for several months).

It now scems there may be another T.populnes on Macleay 1. No details are
available at the time of writing this.

Od Nai. 34 (4-6) 1996 fo.
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