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 Australian Plants Society NORTH SHORE GROUP 

 

Topic 24: EUCALYPTS, ANGOPHORAS 
and CORYMBIAS (Myrtaceae) 

 

 

EUCALYPTUS  TREES OF THE KU - RING - GAI WILDFLOWER 
GARDEN  

 

 
 

 
The name  Eucalypt us  derive s from ñeuò Greek for ñwellò and ñcalyptosò 

covered, referring to the operculum  or cap  of the fruit or capsule  and  
was applied  by the French botanist LôHeritier de Brutelle  in 1788 to a 

specimen which he  studied at the British Museum in London and named  

Eucalyp tus  obliqu a . It was  collected  by David Nelson, one of the 
botanists on Captain James Cookôs third voyage in 1777 on the HMS 

Resolution in an ill - fated atte mpt to chart the Northwest Passage between 
the Pacific and the Atlantic . T he collection site was Adventure Bay on 

Tasmaniaôs Bruny Island . This is on the east coast to the south of Storm 
Bay and the entrance to the Derwent River.  

    
 

Did you know that,  

¶ Eucal ypts number in excess of 800 on a world basis with all but 16 endemic to Australia.  

¶ Several species were collected by Banks and Solander from Botany Bay in 1770 and taken 

back to England but not named until 1788 and then by a German botany professor.  

¶ In the meantime the genus Type name, Eucalyptus obliqua was coined by a French botanist 

LôHeritier de Brutelle earlier in 1788. This plant specimen was collected by David Nelson a 

botanist on Captain Cookôs ill-fated third global voyage from Adventure Bay, Tasmania. 

Cook was killed by the natives from the Sandwhich Island s (Hawaii) but Nelson and his 
specimen returned safely to London.  
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E. obliqua  by good fortune proved to be a very satisfactory species to 

represent the genus  as the Type specimen, but  unfortunately  it does not 
occur in KWG . Its distribution  is from SE Queensland, the Tablelands and 

SC of NSW, Victoria, SA and Tasmania.  It is known as Messmate 
String ybark.  

 
The collection by Banks and Solander from Botany Bay, NSW in  1770 

included two gum trees  later to be named  Angophora costata  and 
Corymbia gummifera  and  were described in 1778 by Jo seph  Gaertner, a 

German botany professor , visiting England at the time . Of the other 130 
species collected none were Eucalypts as we know them today although 

E. haem astoma  and E. piperita  would have been present  in the Botany 
Bay environs . 

 
Gum trees are part of the Myrtaceae  family with leaf surfaces dotted 

with conspicuous oil glands. Fruit are dry in the form of capsules. 

Eucalyptus  and Corymbia  have flower buds covered with a calyptra 
formed from the fused perianth segments  ie all the 5 petals and sepals .  

The leaves of An gophora  are always opposite. The capsules are woody 
and usually ribbed , with 4 or 5 persistent, erect calyx teeth.  

 
Eucalyptus  are trees, mallees or rarely shrubs. On a World basis there 

are more than 800 species with all but 1 6 endemic in Australia (9 oth er 
spp. are found in New Guinea, Indonesia and Philippines).  

They are found in all States with about 240 in NSW. They dominate most 
plant communities in all but the wettest and driest parts of the continent . 

Many species are of great economic importance in  Australia as timber, 
pulp, nectar resources for honey production and for shelter in agricultural 

and pastoral regions. Some are extensively planted world -wide.  
 

Angophora  are shrubs or trees. There are 1 5 species all endemic to 

Australia but confined to Queensland, NSW and Victoria.  
 

Corymbia  are generally trees, sometimes mallee - like. On a World basis 
there are about 115 species, all but 5 endemic to Australia. (1 sp.  native 

to N.G.). All states except Tasmania.  
 

The table following  summarises  the basic differences between the 
Angophoras and the Eucalypts (including the Corymbias).  

 

Feature  Angophora  Eucalyptus and  

Corymbia  

Adult leaves  Always opposite  Usually alternate  

Outer bud   Formed by 4 or 5 

sepals  which persist  

Formed by a cap or 

operculum which  drops 
off  

Seeds  Fairly large, few  Tiny and numerous  

Fruit  Ribbed capsule  with 
calyx  teeth around rim  

Capsule usually small  
No teeth around rim  
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In the Ku - ring -gai Wildflower Garden  the endemic species number four 
Angophoras , one Corym b ia  and eight  Eucalyptus  a total of thirteen . To 

complicate identification four  other Corymbia  have been introduced as 
well as seven Eucalyptus  including at least one hybrid.  So we have at 

least 24 to deal with, poss ibly more.  
 

The  dev elopment of a working classificati on of the Eucalypts based on 
bark  characteristics was the work of Baron Ferdinand von Mueller . He 

was the first Government Botanist of Victoria and held the post for 43 
years from 1853 until his death in 1896.  Bark  characteristics remain the  

starting point for the key  used  in the current Flora of NSW . 
 

For positive identification of a Eucalypt it is desirable to have collections  of 
adult leaves, bark, bud s and especially the fruit or capsules . Juvenile 

leaves can be revealing. ñEuclid- Eucalypts of Australia ò a DVD 

published by CSIRO Publishing for the Centre for Plant Biodiversity 
Research uses no less t han 120 characters in its interactive identification 

key.  
 

Bud and fruit development  in  Eucalyptus  is revealed in  the  following  
illustration from Vo l 2  of the Flora of NSW , ©  The Royal Botanic  

Gardens  &  Domain Trust , 2011.  

 

 
A: Bud with outer calyptra shed before inner calyptra.  
B: Longitudinal section of bud óAô after outer calyptra has been shed.  

C: Fruit formed from bud óBô showing calyptra and staminal ring scars,            
raised disc and exerted valves.  

D: Longitudinal section of bud with calyptra shed as a single unit.  
E: Fruit formed from bud óDô showing calyptra and staminal ring scars,            

depressed  disc and e nclos ed valves.  
 

If yo u believe you are confronted by a Gum Tree s tart the identification 
process by deciding if the plant is a tree , a woody plant usually with a 

single distinct trunk  (sometimes  multi - stemmed)  and generally more than 

5m high , a mallee  with many i ndependent ste ms arising from a 
lignotuber, or as a shrub , a much -branched woody plant less than 8 m 

high and usually with many stems.  
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Then decide how to describe the bark.  
 

Important questions to ask are:  
¶ How far up the trunk does the rough bark extend?  

¶ Is the  bark deeply furrowed?  
¶ Is the bark smooth or stringy or flaky or shortly fibrous?  

¶ Is the bark thick or thin?  
¶ What colour is the bark?  

 
For the purpose of discussion , in the se notes all the Eucalypts (or Gum 

Trees) are dealt with together  according to their  bark types , the 
introduced species  being highlighted with an  asterisk . 

 
 

Smooth barks : those with smooth, relatively thin bark over all the trunk 

and branches.  This bark dies annually, dries out and is shed to expose 
the  new coloured outer layer of tissue.  

 
¶ Angophora costata  

¶ Corymbia citriodora *  
¶ C. maculata *  

¶ Eucalyptus  haemastoma  
¶ E. luehmanniana  

¶ E. racemosa  
 

Rough barks :  in which the outer bark is retained and accumulates year 
by year, forming characteristic patterns.  These include:  

I  Part barks :  with rough bark (usually grey outside and brown 
within) on all or part of the trunk and  with bare upper branches.  

 

¶ Eucalyptus elata *  
¶ E. piperita  

¶ E. saligna  *  
¶ E. sieberi  

 
II  Full - barks : which have bark to the tips of the  branches.  They 

include  
a. Crumbly - barks  

 
¶ Angophora crassifolia  

¶ A. floribunda  
¶ A. hispida  

¶ Corymbia eximia *  
¶ C. ficifolia *  

¶ C. gummifera  

¶ Eucalyptus cinerea *  
¶ E. robusta  *  

¶ E. robust a x tereticornis *  
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b. String y barks  ( and Mahoganies)  
 

¶ Eucalyptus capitellata  
¶ E. microcorys *  

¶ E. oblonga  
¶ E. resinifera  

 
c. Ironbarks  

 
¶ E. sideroxylon *  

 
Further, trees may be distinguished by overall appearance (size), by 

location and habit of growth (forest tree, woodland tree, mallee) and soil 
preference.  

 

The next step  to i dentification is to  examin e the fruit s or ñgumnutsò. 
They are referred to as capsules and vary in size, shape, disc thickness 

and disposition and position of the valves.  
 

The adult leaves when in reach might be examined for shape, size, smell  
and colo ur  (concolorous = same colour for upper and lower surfaces of 

leaf ;  discolorous = differently coloured leaf surfaces.).  Always select the 
leaf from a stem or branch that does not carry flowers or fruit. Leaf 

characters can be quite variable. Go for the wid est mature leaf. J uvenile 
leaves  differ from adults e.g. all juveniles have opposite rather than 

alternate leaves ; they are often much larger and sometimes glaucous . 
Buds, inflorescence structure and  t ree  flowering season provide  further 

clues to identity.  
 

SMOOTH  BARKS  

Angophora costata : I s known as  Sydney Red Gum or Smooth -barked 
Apple  and is a tree to 30m high . The bark is smooth  but with di mples and 

sheds in large scales,  pink, grey or cream. The opposite leaf arrangement 
of the juvenile is retained by the  mature tree . 

Leaves are  lanceolate with an acuminate apex, 9 -17cm long by 2 -3.5cm 
wide.  They are discolorous.  

  

                  
  Photo:  J. Plaza © Royal Botanic Gardens and  

Domain  Trust, Sydney, Australia  
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Fruit are ovoid and ribbed to 12 -15mm diam . and have calyx teeth rather 

than an operculum.       

 
 

The limbs are convoluted and the 

root system  has a habit of 
growing over  sandstone rocks  

down into crevices .  
At Christmas time A. costata  

draws  attention with bright 
orange (red) limbs and trunk 

surrounded by a carpet formed 
from the fallen patches of bark.  

It is locally abundant on sandy 

soils on sandstone

© The Royal Botanic Gardens &  Domain  
    Trust, 2011  

 

Corymbia citriodora * : Is known as Lemon -scented Gum and is an 
introduced species to KWG . An example can be found in the picnic area to 

the east of the Senses Track.  
 

 

The species is endemic to 
Queensland and can grow to 50m 

tall and was once a popular choice 
for Sydney suburban gardens 

because of the  distinctive scent 
from the crushed leaves. It is 

otherwise similar in appearance to 
the local Spotted Gum, C. 

maculata .  

 
The bark is smooth throughout 

white to pink or coppery, often 
powdery . 

  

Photo : F . Langshaw  

 
 

Corymbia maculata  * : Is known as Spotted Gum and is a large  tree up 
to 45m high  but generally 20 -30m . It has been introduced to KWG  but 

can be found nearby in the Pittwater area on shale soils near the 

coastline . 
The bark is smooth throughout. It is cream, pink to blue -grey and 

mottled. It  is pictur esque but was sought after as timber for construction 
work  and was prized for its honey.  

Leaves are lanceolate  10 to 18 cm long by 1.5 to 3cm  wide  and are 
concolorous. Fl owers are in umbels of 3, are white to cream and appear in 

winter.  
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Fruit capsules are ovoid tending 

to urceolate, 10 -14mm long and 
9-11m m dia.  Valves are enclosed.  

 
  

© The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain  
Trust , 2011  

 

 
Eucalyptus  haemastoma , is one of the Scribbly Gums . It has  a smooth 

creamy white -grey bark, marked with tunnels eaten by a scribble moth  
(Ogmograptis scribula ) .  

It  is a small tree  up to 15m , often multi -stemmed and disfigured  by fire 
damage  but soldiers on!  It  grow s on  sandstone ridges  often in harsh 

conditions . 

The adult leaves are thick,  concolorous up to 15 cm  x 4 cm and sparsely 
reticulate. Flowering time is Sept -December.  

 

 

 

This scribbly is very simila r to the 
other local, E. racemosa  but has 

distinctively larger leaves and 
fruits.  

It is a gum tree recommended for 
a family backyard setting in Ku -

ring -gai. Growth, say 5m in 15 
years  

Photo: F. Langshaw  
 

 

 

 
The capsules are conical to pear -

shaped (pyriform) with a wide red 
rim (haema = Gk, red)  and have 

4 valves at rim level . 

 
 

 

© The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain  
Trust , 2011  
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E. luehmanniana , the Yellow Top Mallee Ash, is a mallee restricted to 
the marshy, poorly drained sandstone tops in the coastal Sydney area.  

(A mallee is a multi -stemmed small tree with the ability to regrow from 
dormant vegetative  buds of its lignotuber).  

 
This species  has smooth white bark and grows up to 5 m  tall .  

Young  branchlets are spectacularly yellow, and angular  in c ross -section.  
 

 

 
Photo:  T. Armstrong © The Royal 
Botanic Gardens & Domain  Trust, 2011  

 
The alternate leaves are 

drooping, rathe r large (18 cm  x 
3.5cm),  lanceolate with an 

acuminate apex,  concolorous, 
thick and scarcely reticulate  

   
 

    
 
© The Royal Botanic Gardens  &  Domain  
Trust, 2011  

                                                                                         

  The capsules are cylindrical,  
  10 -12mm diam and ribbed.  

 

  
E. racemosa , the Snappy or Narrow Leaved Scribbly gum, is closely 

related to E. haemastoma . It resembles it in appearance . E. racemosa  
appears to prefer a less exposed position with a little more moisture.  

 
 

It differs from E. haemastoma  in 
that the leaves are narrower  

(14 cm  x 1.5 cm  wide ) and the 
pear shaped or ovoid capsules are 

smaller :  4-5mm diam.  
 

    
    Photo: F. Langshaw  
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ROUGH  BARKS  

 
1.  Part Barks  

 
Eucalyptus elata  *  

The River Peppermint  is 
introduced  to KWG with small 

specimens growing near the start 

of Smiths Track. It is a medium 
sized tree to 30m preferring 

deeper alluvial soils in a forest or 
woodland setting . 

 

 

 
The bark is dark grey and fibrous 

on the lower trunk with upper  

branches grey or white, shedding 
in ribbons.  

Leaves are conco lorous, narrow 
lanceolate 15cm x 1.5cm wide.  

 
  

       
The buds are clavate (club 

shaped) and only 2mm diam but 
in large clusters, up to 30. White  

flowers appear in August. 
Capsules are globose up to 6mm 

dia.  
  

 
Photo: F. Langshaw  

 

 
 

 
 

 
  

E. piperita  (Sydney Peppermint) is said to be  the first plant to be used 
medicinally in Australia by white men.  

 
It is a small -medium sized tree  to 20 m tall  with finely fibrous grey bark 

on the trunk, white upper limbs and ribbons of bark in the intermediate 
area.  Branchlets are smooth white -grey.   

The adult leaves are falcate, lanceolate, dull green, concolorous, with a 
strong peppermint odour when crushed.  
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© Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain  
  Trust, Sydney, Australia    
 
 

 

The operculum of the bud is                                                      
pointed , sometimes  beaked.  

Flowers are white , from Nov ï 
Dec  

The capsules are 7 mm  diam, 
glob ose, ovoid or urceolate  in 

dense clusters with a descending 
disc and 4 ( sometimes 3) deeply 

enclosed valves.  
 

 

E. saligna  *  (Sydney Blue Gum) 
is a tall straight tree to 55 m with 

smooth grey bark and a small 

stocking of dark rough flaky bark.  
The bark is shed in long strips.  It 

grows in wet woodland on shale 
or deep alluvial soil  and appears 

to have been introduced to KWG. 
It is prolific at Lambertôs Clearing 

and to the east of the Senses 
Track.  

The capsules are shortly 
pedicellate, obc onical, with a thin 

rim.  The disc is obscure,  
descending.  The 3 or 4 valves 

are level or slightly exserted and 
bent outwards.    

 

          
© The Royal Botanic Gardens  &  Domain  
Trust, 2011  

 
 

 

The leaves are discolorous (paler 
underneath).   

Buds have a scar.  Expect  white 
flowers from Jan ï April.  

    

          
   Photo: F. Langshaw  

 

 
 

 
E. sieberi  (Silver Top Ash) is a variably sized tree (6 -45 m) growing only 

in well drained high rainfall areas.  
 

The bark resembles an iron bark (dark, rough, furrowed) but is not as 

hard. The upper branches are decor t icated and appear white and smooth.  
New growth and branchlets are conspicuously red.  
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The fruit are pedicellate (stalked), 
obconical, with a broad flat rim and 
three (sometimes four) slightly 

enclosed valves. Leaves are glossy, 

concolorous, green with sparse  
rather longitudinal venation.  

Buds are without a scar, the  
operculum is half spherical or 

slightly conical.  
 

 
It has white flowers from Sept ï 

Jan. 
 

 
Photo:  J. Plaza  © The Royal Botanic 
Gardens  &  Domain  Trust , 2011  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

2. Full Barks  
 
a) Crumbly Barks 

 

Angophora crassifolia  
 A small, shrubby tree to 10 m 

tall . It has grey, shortly fibrous 
bark. Capsules are ovoid and 

ribbed to 14mm diam. The 
leathery, opposite leaves are 

lanceolate with an acute apex. 
They are up to 11cm long by 

1.5cm wide.  
 

 
© The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain  

Trust, 2011  

  
   

    
           Photo: F. Langshaw  
 
 

 
This tree  favour s an ironstone 

rich hillside or ridge in woodland 
or low forest. Regarded as a 

threatened species, 2RC a:  ñ2ò 
indicates a  distribution  of  

<100km , ñRò is rare but  ñCaò 
indicates adequately conserved in 

a National Park.  

It was previ ously regarded as a 
subsp ecies  of A. bak eri . 
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A. floribunda  is known as Rough -barked Apple . A medium tree to 30 m 

with sinuously contorted upper limbs.  
 

 
   Photo:  T. Tame  © The Royal Botanic 

Gardens & Domain Trust, 2011  

 

 
 

It has  persistent  bark, grey and shortly fibrou s. Capsules are ribbed and 

ovoid or globose to 10mm diam.  
Leaves are lanceolate, up to 12cm long by 3cm wide.  Discolorous.  

Prefers deep alluvial sandy soils  in wet sheltered forests . 

  
A. hispida  Dwarf Apple. A small tree to 6m, open and shrubby. Has 

persistent grey, fibrous - flaky bark.  
 

The capsules are ovoid and ribbed 
to 20mm diam.  

 

 
© The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain  
Trust, 2011  

 

Leaves are tough and cordate at 
the base  and ovate with a 

rounded apex, 10cm long by 
4.5cm wide.  

It i s common in KWG especially in 
rocky sites in heath on 

Hawkesbury sandstone.   

Responds very positively to  
bushfire with growth from  

lignotuber, epicormic buds and 
also seeds.  

      

 
Photo:  J. Armstrong © The Royal   

Bo tanic Gardens  &  Domain Trust , 2011  
 

 
 

Red bristly hairs cover the  new buds, stems and leaves followed by 

profuse flowering with cream blossoms.  Recommended for the home 

garden.  
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Corymbia eximia  *  (Yellow  Bloodwood ) is a small, often gnarled tree to 
20m tall.  

A specimen is planted  in KWG near the pond north of the BEC. In 
northern Sydney it is found along sandstone ridge tops in National Parks 

west of Cowan Creek. It is commonly used for public street plantings as 
well as to soften boring public parking areas adjacent to shopping centres.  

 
 

Bark is persistent throughout, 
rough and flaky and pale -brown 

to yellow -brown in colour.  
 

 
Photo A. Orme  © The Royal Botanic 
Gardens & Domain Trust, 2011  

Flowers are white and showy in 

winter/spring.  
 

 
Photo A. Orme   © The Royal Botanic 
Gardens & Domain Trust, 2011  

 
Fruit are large 13 -20mm long and 

10 -15mm diam. They are urn -
shaped and sessile. Valves are 

enclosed.  
Leaves are lanceolate, falcate 10 -  

20cm long and 1.3 to 3cm wide; 
concolo rous ; pendulous in habit.  

 
 

 
 

Corymbia ficifolia  *  The  Red- flowering Gum has been introduced  to 

KWG near the Bushland Education  Centre  and  is actually a hybrid 
between  C. ficifolia  and C. p tychocarpa grafted to compatible rootstock  

The natural range  of C. ficifolia  is in small  patches , near the coast, south -
east of Perth, WA. Street trees flower prolifically along the route of the 

Great Ocean Road in Victoria but around Sydney specimen trees are the 
exception. The new gra fted hybrids  like ñSummer Beautyò and ñSummer 

Redò are showing great promise  for the home garden . 
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C. gummifera ( Red Bloodwood) 
prefers to  grow on dry ridge tops 

with poor sandy soil.  
Depending on the location  it 

grows to a variable height (2 0-30 
m).  The bark is crumbly brown  

and tessellated ( black for years 
after a fire) and ooz es ñred bloodò 

or darkened  sap from injuries . 

 
Photo D. Hardin  © The Royal Botanic 
Gardens & Domain Trust, 2011  

 

 

 
 

 
The kino  was used by  the 

Aborigines to prevent  their fishing 
lines from fraying.  

 
Adult l eaves are  alternate,  

discolorous and penniveined . 
They are lanceolate, up to 16cm 

long by 4cm wide .  Buds have no 
scar.  Flowering is from Jan -April 

(white -cream).   
 

The capsules are 15 mm diam and 

urn shaped , pedicellate with 
enclosed valv es.  

     

     
© The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain 
Trust, 2011  
 

E. robusta* The Swamp 
Mahogany  is introduced to KWG 

with several  growing along 
Solander Trail near Cunninghams 

Rest . It is a small to medium 
sized tree to 25  m growing along 

creek lines in swampy soil.  The 
bark is deep, fissu red and shortly 

fibrous . 
Leaves are glossy, discolorous, 

penniveined, broad - lanceolate 

17cm and up to 4.5cm wide  
 

        
Photo  S. Goodwin  © The Royal Botanic 
Gardens &   Domain Trust, 2011  
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© The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain 
Trust, 2011  

 

 
 

 
 

The buds are fusiform  (spindle 
shaped) , 24 mm long in clusters  of 

7 or  more . White flowers appear 
in June to November . Capsules 

are cylindrical to 18 mm long and 
11mm dia.  

 

 
 

Eucalyptus cinerea  * (Argyle Apple) is a small tree to 15m introduced 
to the KWG and notable for its thick rough bark and the mature crown of 

grey or glaucous, still juvenile opposite leaves.  
It is distributed in the Central and 

Southern Tablelands and Western 

Slopes down into N -E Victoria.  
Juvenile leaves are op posite, 

orbiculate,  and  glaucous.  
Adult leaves rarely form but if so 

are alternate, lanceolate up to 
11cm long by 3cm wide.  

The buds are three clustered and 
the capsules are conical or 

cylindrical, 3 -5 locular, up to 
9mm diam. with valves exerted.  

 
This tree is an attractive choice 

for a larger home garden.  

 

      . 
 Photo  T. Armstrong  © The Royal 
Botanic Gardens & Domain Trus t, 2011  

 

 

 
E. r obust a  x tereticornis  *  is a  hybrid  to 30 m and almost certainly 

introduced to KWG. It once carried species status as E. patentinervis  and 
then E. kirtoniana  and has some features similar to E. resinifera .  

 
   

 
 

 
 


