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Colletia paradox Anchor Plant

Plant in Focus, May 2026

Introduction

A friend once taught horticulture in a TAFE in Melbourne. He told me it was his practice to bring his 

students all the way down to the Geelong Botanic Gardens particularly to see the Anchor Plant, 

which was the only one he knew of in Victoria. One year he was incensed to discover, on arrival, 

that the example he knew had been removed! Not pretty enough, he bitterly commented to me.

Intrigued, I asked Sherree about it. She told me that we still have three! Two are in the Twentieth 

Century Garden, one beside the steps on the southern side, and one much smaller, near the 

Ceiba. The third is very much larger, in Eastern Park near the Director’s Cottage. I went hunting, 

and found two: the one by the steps is bound up with tape, probably, because after being severely 

cut back, new growth is being encouraged upwards. The one in Eastern Park is huge and covered 

with creamy-white flowers, bathed in sweet scent, and attended by many insects. I have no idea 

how old it is – many decades, I guess, at least. 

The Anchor Plant is described as ‘full of danger and whimsy’ with ‘drama and distinctive form’, 

‘bizarre’ and a ‘rare oddity’. I suggested to Bruce McGinness that we could propagate them for the 

nursery, and his comment was: “Why would we? It is really only for collectors.” And for the 

Geelong Botanic Gardens. 

Description

However, for unmatched strangeness you couldn't go wrong with Colletia paradoxa, the Anchor 

Plant. It is also known as the Jet Plane Plant, because of the flattened, five-centimetre-wide 

triangular stems. They are not just leathery, but extremely stiff and tipped with spines, to 

discourage animal attack, but deer can penetrate them, apparently. The greyish-green colour tells 

us that it does well in dry conditions; and it can cope well with both heat and cold, down to -6°C. 

However, some shade for summer heat can be helpful. Ours are somewhat shaded from the west. 

This information was prepared by Lynne Clarke, Friends of Geelong Botanic Gardens

Colletia paradoxa, Beauty and savagery: 

Left Photo: Small fragrant flowers, Kurt Stüber, Wikimedia Commons CC BY-SA 3.0.

Right photo: If trying to smell the flowers, avoid the sharp, pointed ‘leaves’, 

in 21st Century Garden, Geelong Botanic Gardens (GBG), Nov 2015. Photo DJ, CC BY-NC-SA 
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The stems are arranged in opposite pairs, are photosynthetic and are cladodes, i.e. a modified stem or 

branch that assumes the form of a leaf, often thick and succulent. From these, little, almond scented, 

creamy-ivory flowers appear at the stem joints from summer until well into autumn, delighting insects and 

filling the air with a scent like lilac.  The leaves are tiny and insignificant, appearing only on new growth. 

Cultivation

Colletia paradoxa produces some seed but it is difficult to germinate and growth is extremely slow. If you 

wish to try them, sow in spring in containers or a prepared seed bed. It does not need much fertilizer but a 

good light dilution of fish emulsion will benefit seedlings once they are 5 cm high. 

A better way to propagate the species is through semi hardwood cuttings – if you can avoid the thorns!  Take 

non-flowering early side shoots in early autumn. Rooting can be very slow, up to two years, so be patient, 

keep the cutting lightly moist, transplant when the cutting has a full root mass, then keep just lightly moist.  It 

does well in ordinary cactus mix. 

Anchor plants are xeriscape flora, i.e. drought-tolerant plants that require minimal water and maintenance 

once established, which need well drained, gritty soil and full sun. While it is accustomed to arid conditions, it 

can tolerate regular watering if it is grown in fast-draining soils.  It can also be pruned to maintain size and 

keep stems dense. Occasionally remove any extra branches to give the plant a handsome tree-like shape.  It 

may grow up to 2.4 metres tall and wide. In the right conditions, it is an easy plant.  It's important to place this 

spiny creature where children or pets can't bump into it. 

I eventually found the third Colletia to which Sheree referred; its stems do not have the triangular shape, so 

looks rather different from C. paradoxa and it is pink flowered. It is labelled Colletia sp. On checking my 

trusty computer, I am tentatively identifying it as Colletia hystrix Rosea. According to the Friends of Sheffield 

Botanic Gardens website, it was introduced to the UK in 1882 by some plant-hunting brothers, who found it 

in Chile. It also grows in Northern Argentina. Like other Colletia it is virtually leafless, but its stems are 

Colletia paradoxa, in Eastern Park, north of GBG (see map). The butterfly is a Green Grass-dart,  

Ocybadistes walkeri, maybe called this because the caterpiller is green or the underside of the butterfly 
wings are sometimes greenish yellow. Photos: May 2026, Lynne Clarke.
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cylindrical. This one has delicate 

rose-coloured buds, fading to very 

pale pink on maturity. Other C. 

hystrix are white-flowered.

Classification and Habitat

Colletia is a genus of flowering 

plants, with five species of spiny 

shrubs, belonging to the 

Rhamnaceae family. All species of 

this genus are native to South 

America. Colletia paradoxa, our 

Anchor Plant, is tropical to sub-

tropical, found from Uruguay west to 

western Argentina and into southern 

Brazil. 

The Rhamnaceae are one of nine 

families in the order Rosales, being a 

large Order of flowering plants, 

mostly trees, shrubs, and some 

vines, commonly called the 

buckthorn family. The family contains 

about 55 genera and 950 species.[4] 

The Rhamnaceae have a worldwide 

distribution, but are more common in 

the subtropical and tropical regions. 

The earliest fossil evidence of Rhamnaceae is from the Late Cretaceous, - 100 million to 66 million years 

ago - fossil flowers having been collected from Mexico, and from the Paleocene - 66 to 56 million years ago - 

in Argentina. 

Leaves of the family Rhamnaceae members are simple, i.e. the leaf blades are not divided into smaller 

leaflets. Leaves can be either alternate or opposite. Stipules are present and modified into spines in many 

genera. Colletia stands out by having two axillary buds instead of one, one developing into a thorn, the other 

into a shoot.

Rhamnaceae flowers are radially symmetrical. There are five (sometimes four) separate sepals and five 

(sometimes four or none) separate petals. The petals may be white, yellowish, greenish, pink or blue, and 

are small and inconspicuous in most genera, though in some, for example Ceanothus, the dense clusters of 

flowers are conspicuous. The five or four stamens are opposite the petals. The ovary is mostly superior, with 

two or three ovules (or one by abortion).

Rhamnaceae fruits are mostly berries, fleshy drupes, or nuts. Some are adapted to be carried by the wind, 

but most are dispersed by mammals and birds. Chinese jujube is the fruit of the jujube tree Ziziphus jujuba 

and is a major fruit in China.

Colletia paradoxa
Top: Seed pods, green and 
maturing. Photo: Andrés González, 
Wikimedia Commons CC BY-SA 4.0
Below: Mature seed pods and seed. 
Photo: Eflaschuk, Wikimedia 
Commons CC BY-SA 4.0
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Colletia, Ceanothus, and Discaria, all 

in the family Rhamnaceae, are 

Actinorhizal plants, a wide group of 

angiosperms characterized by their 

ability to form nitrogen-fixing root 

nodules. They are distributed within 

nine lineages globally, and are 

pioneer species in nitrogen-poor 

environments. 

Therefore the five Colletia, including 

the Anchor Plant, and the American 

genus Ceanothus, which has several 

showy ornamental species, have 

nitrogen-fixing root nodules.

Two species in the genus Discaria 

belong to Australia.  D. pubescens, 

the Hairy Anchor Plant (though they 

are not notably hairy, in fact having 

an almost waxy appearance, like 

green plastic) and D. nitida, the 

Shining or Leafy Anchor Plant, grow 

along the east coast from 

Queensland to Tasmania, in alpine 

or sub-alpine districts. Both are 

considered vulnerable, sometimes 

being mistaken for the introduced weed, buckthorn. Other Discaria are found in New Zealand and South 

America. Rhamnaceae plants have strong links to Gondwana. I don’t think we have any Discaria growing in 

the Geelong Botanic gardens. 

Economic uses of the Rhamnaceae are chiefly as ornamental plants and as the source of many brilliant 

green and yellow dyes. The wood of Colletia paradoxa has been used for house construction, agricultural 

implements and wagons. The wood of Rhamnus was also the most favoured species to make charcoal for 

use in gunpowder before the development of modern propellants. 
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Colletia hystrix, Bristly Colletia
This is the other species of Colletia, 
growing in the GBG. It is 
distinguished by its cylindrical 
spines. Its flowers are fragrant, but 
beware of the spines if you try to 
pick up the scent. This may be the 
cultivar 'Rosea’. Photo: GBG, May 
2026, Lynne Clarke.
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Colletia paradoxa
The flowers grow from any place, except the base of the spine. The stamens are attached to the petals 
that are fused into a column. The plant has so few leaves that William Hooker only found one leaf among 
all the dried specimens he studied. This botanical illustration shows the parts of the plant: 1. Flower. 
2. Flower laid open to show the interior, from the bottom the parts are the unusual annulus, style, and 
stamens. 3. Base of the flower cut through vertically. 4. Base of the disc. 5. Leaf (magnified) and inset: 
enlarged stem and leaf. Image: Artist Vincent Brooke, Lithographer W. Fitch, from Curtis’s Botanical 
Magazine 1858, t 5033, William J. Hooker, Biodiversity Heritage Library, Contributed by Missouri 
Botanical Garden, Peter H. Raven Library. Public domain.
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Eastern Park (above)

Geelong Botanic Gardens (below)

Eastern Park (above)

Geelong Botanic Gardens (below)

Eastern Park (above)

Geelong Botanic Gardens (below)

Curator’s cottageColletia paradoxa

Colletia paradoxa near the Curator’s cottage in Eastern Park


