
Below you will find two accounts of this plant by different people, which show how 

research on plants and their travels can offer up different stories and approaches. 
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Leucadendrum serratifolium 

 

Botany Bay, Australia  

 

28 April – 6 May 1770   

      

Banks and Solander collected this plant in Botany Bay 1n 1770 

when they were naturalists on board HMS Endeavour during 

James Cook’s first voyage to the Pacific. The majority of Banksia 

plants come from Western Australia but Banksia Serrata is one of the relatively few 

from the east and was also found by Banks in Victoria and Tasmania.  It continues to 

grow in the wild in New South Wales. 

 A species of woody shrub or tree of the Proteaceae family, the tree can reach 15 

metres in height, while the cultivar Pygmy Possum is a prostrate form suitable for 

rockeries and small gardens. Common names are Saw Banksia, Old Man Banksia, Saw 

Tooth Banksia and Red Honeysuckle.  The plant is also known as Wiriyagan by the 

Cadigal people of the Sydney area. 

It is a long-lived tree, grown for its flowers and gnarled appearance, and is propagated 

by seed. The plant is good for coastal gardens and is attractive to birds for food. The 

leaves are usually crowded together at the upper end of branches and are serrated and 

the flower spikes are cylindrical. The outside of the broader tips of the perianth lobes 

are hairy and often bluish grey, but as the flowers open and the lower portions of the 

lobes and style predominate, a yellow colour becomes more prominent.   

There is some cultivation in Europe, though Banksia shrubs prefer sheltered sites and 

Banksia Serrata prefers sandy soil.   

The timber of the tree species is red-pink in colour and is used in boat-building, being 

strong and durable. Banksia Serrata Seed Oil is a Banksia flower extract packed with 

anti-oxidants and glycosides, used as a skin conditioning agent. 

Pamela Newton 
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After collecting samples of Banksia serrata from Botany 

Bay with Joseph Banks, Daniel Solander named the plant 

Leucadendrum serratifilia indicating that he, initially, thought it might be related to the 

South African plant Leucadadendrum. At some time later this name was changed by an 

unknown person to Leucadron serratium prior to Carl Linnaeus the younger renaming it 

Banksia serrata in honour of Joseph Banks in 1782. This is mentioned because it is the 

start of a journey of names and identity associated with this plant. 

Banksia serrata is a species of woody shrub or tree in the family Proteaceae and is 

native to the east coast of Australia from Queensland to Victoria, including Tasmania 

and Flinders Island. The tree can grow up to 16 metres in height depending on 

environmental conditions but smaller in exposed locations. It has a gnarled trunk and 

branch structure covered in wrinkled grey bark, up to 3cm thick, and shiny dark green, 

serrated leaves, and large yellow or greyish-yellow flower spikes that appear throughout 

summer. The flower spikes, 10cm wide x 15cm high, turn grey as they age and develop 

into large grey woody seed pods called follicles. The tree grows, exclusively, in sandy 

soils and over time can become the dominant plant in an area of scrubland. Banksia 

serrata is pollinated by and provides food for a wide range of birds and insects who are 

attracted to the supply of nectar. Aboriginal peoples have also used the nectar as a 

source of high energy food. There are upwards of 170 species of Banksia in Australia, 

with one extending as far as New Guinea. There are 150 species restricted to 



southwestern Australia alone. Interestingly, there are even fossils of the tree found in 

New Zealand. 

Banksia serrata is one of many plants that have adapted to the survival of seasonal 

bushfires via its thick protective bark and its epicormic shoots. An epicormic shoot 

grows from a bud which lies underneath the bark of a branch or trunk of a plant. The 

buds lie dormant beneath the bark through hormone suppression until appropriate 

conditions occur such as storm damage, coppicing or pollarding, pruning, and in the 

case of Banksia serrata, fire damage. TV news reports on the 2019 bushfires in Australia 

showed, in the aftermath of the fire, trees sprouting new shoots from the charred 

trunks and branches. 

I now pick up the journey of the plant’s name and identity once it reached the English 

shores and formed part of Banks’ personal collection. As mentioned above, in 1782 Carl 

Linnaeus the younger proposed the name Banksia serrata in honour of Sir Joseph 

Banks. Robert Brown, the botanist who inherited Banks’ library and herbarium, 

produced a taxonomic arrangement of the naming of plants in 1809 and placed Banksia 

serrata in the subspecies Banksia verae or ‘true banksia’. From thereon in there have 

been a number of changes and adjustments made to names and classification of 

Banksia serrata in the interests of precision and accuracy. In 1847 the Austrian botanist 

Stephan Endlicher renamed it Banksia verae whereas the Swiss Carl Meissner demoted 

Banksia serrata to the rank of a section. Later the British systematic botanist George 

Bentham, disregarded the work of Meissner completely in his 1870 arrangement. In 

1891, German botanist, Otto Kuntze, challenged the original generic name Banksia as 

established by Carl Linnaeus the younger on the basis that the name given by the 

Forsters in 1775 was more legitimate since they had used it in their publication of this 

date. Ultimately the challenge failed and in 1940 the Carl Linnaeus name, Banksia, was 

formally adopted. 

One might think that such debates about the name of Banksia serrata would bring 

some finality to this matter. This was not the case, and debate has continued among 

Australian botanists. Alex George published a new arrangement of Banksia in 1981. 

Then in 1996 Kevin Thiele & Pauline Lidiges published a new arrangement of the genus. 

In this arrangement Banksia serrata was placed in the sub-series Banksia. This 

arrangement was generally accepted till 1999 when Alex George reverted to his 1981 

arrangement. It appears that the reason why these differing arrangements persisted 

was that different emphases as to importance were given to the characteristics of 

plants, e.g. Leaf-shapes. 

In 2002 a molecular study by Austin Mast showed all three main eastern species of 

Banksia formed a natural group or clade but were distantly related to others in the 

series. Mast, Jones & Havery in 2005 published results of their cladistic analyses of DNA 



sequence data for Banksia from which Mast & Thiele initiated and published a 

rearrangement of the genus in 2007. DNA studies such as these appear to be resolving 

the various issues around the taxonomic arrangements of plants including Banksia. 

Perhaps this journey’s end is in sight. 

A final chapter in the Banksia story centres on the children’s story writer Celia May 

Gibbs who was an English-born Australian artist and writer. Her most famous book was 

‘Snugglepot and Cuddlepie’ published in 1918. One of the characters was called ‘Banksia 

Man’ based on the fruiting cone of Banksia serrata. Gibbs illustrated the book herself 

with ‘Banksia Man’ shown abducting Little Ragged Blossom. Stuff of nightmares! 

Robert Parkinson 
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