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Nigel Hewitt-Cooper 
scrutinizes the scaled-down beauty 
of some winter-flowering Drosera

White, red and pink colour forms of Drosera 
cistiflora, the most polymorphic of all sundews 
and the only species in the genus to be 
pollinated by monkey beetles. 
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In an earlier issue of The 
Plantsman (December 2013), 
  I looked at the tuberous species 

of the remarkable genus Drosera; a 
group of winter-growing plants from 
Western Australia. A similar group 
of plants, alike in being summer 
dormant and winter-growing, are 
found in South Africa. However, 
these employ a different method 
from the tuberous species by  
which they survive the hot and  
dry summer months.

These plants survive by virtue  
of thick, fleshy roots and as with  
the tuberous species, lose their  
top growth and retreat under  
ground to escape the harsh, hot  
and dry conditions. They remain  
in this state of dormancy until the 
arrival of cooler weather and autumn 
rains, when the sandy loam they 
prefer becomes seasonally moist  
to waterlogged. 

Cultivation
For purposes of cultivation, the 
plants all seem to react well to the 
same conditions.

Depending on species, the roots 
reach down into the soil 5–30cm, 
deep enough to seek moisture over 
the summer to avoid desiccation. 
Therefore, these plants are best in 
large pots that will accommodate 
them. This also allows a degree of 
control over the level of moisture 
they receive in the summer months.

Let’s look at their growth cycle  
in the temperate northern 
hemisphere. I kick off the season  
in September by increasing the 
watering the plants receive. Allow 
them to stand in a shallow (5mm) 
film of rain water, only replacing 
once the tray has been dry for a 
couple of weeks. Growth appears  
for me in late October to early 
November. From this time keep 
them in 10mm depth of water. 
Because of their comparatively small 

range, the conditions each species 
experiences in the wild is similar, 
hence they all seem to emerge, grow, 
flower, and finally die back to their 
roots at around the same time.

By mid to late January the plants 
are fully emerged and flowers will be 
forming, with most blooming from 
late February through until early 
April. Flowers are easy to pollinate  
in the usual manner, but some of the 
plants (D. cistiflora, D. coccipetala, and 
D. pauciflora) seem to be self-sterile, 
so two or more clones will be 
required. Others self-seed readily, 
D.  trinervia being a good example.

Once flowering is over, seed is set 
and the plants die back. This can be 
a rapid process, little more than a 
week or so for the smaller plants. 
When this is observed, stop watering 
and allow to slowly dry. So as not to 
permit desiccation, I water them 
occasionally at the base with a thin 
film of water at six to eight weekly 
intervals over the summer months, 
and also lay a piece of shade netting 
over them, more a belt and braces 
approach, but it seems to work.  
You can always place them under 
the benching for summer. Then just 
leave them until September, and 
repeat the process.

The best compost mix, and one 
which suits all of the plants, consists 
of three parts lime-free sand, and 
one part moss peat. I like a coarser 
sand, and for my own collection use  
a rather good, but very expensive, 
quartz sand. This also makes a good 
topping, and I remove the top 10mm 
before the growing season and 
replace with fresh sand. Finer sand  
works as well but be aware that the 
compost will hold more moisture.

Propagation
Propagation is best by seed or 
division. Occasionally, a plant will 
divide, and multiplication is simply a 
case of carefully removing the plants 

from their compost, and separating 
them. This is best done in July or 
August when the plants are fully 
dormant, after which they can be  
re-buried to the same depth and 
treated as above.

Seed is the only way these plants 
have entered cultivation, and they 
remain very rare in collections, 
which is a shame, but the paucity of 
plant material available dictates that 

The jury is out on whether smoke treatment  
gives better germination of Drosera seed.
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this situation will continue. As with 
other South African seed, the 
correct treatment is essential for 
successful germination. Like most 
Drosera seed, these are tiny, all 
around 1mm in length.

There are two factors to consider. 
Firstly, the seeds are shed at the end 
of the growing season, prior to the 
commencement of the hot and dry 
summer. In habitat, they remain in a 

state of dormancy, the heat breaking 
down chemical inhibitors which 
prevent the seed from germinating. 
The cooling of the temperatures, 
specifically the arrival of the autumn 
rain and the combination of warm 
days and cold nights, appears to be 
the trigger for germination.

There has been much debate  
over the use of smoke treatments in 
germination. Kirstenbosch Botanical 
Garden discovered a number of 
years ago that the products within 
the smoke from the regular bush 
fires aided germination of fynbos 
plants. Finding the chemicals therein 
were water soluble, they have 
marketed smoke primer discs for a 
number of years. To use, simply add 
one of the discs to water and then 
soak the seeds for 24 hours. Small 
filter paper envelopes are ideal to 
hold the tiny seeds together, and the 
seeds can then be surface-sown on 
the same compost described above.

I employ the services of an old 
barbecue for smoking seeds, and find 
this works well for me. Surface-sow 
the seeds on damp compost, placing 

the pots in a tray with a little water. 
Place 4–5 lumps of dried peat on the 
barbecue grid; these need to be bone 
dry. Light them with a blow torch, 
do not bother trying this with 
matches, so the peat smoulders and 
smokes. Place the tray of pots on the 
grid, and close the lid, opening the 
vent and allow them to smoke. The 
following day, remove the pots, and 
place the seeds in the greenhouse  
in full sun, standing in rainwater. 
Germination occurs about four 
weeks after this treatment.

There is currently some debate 
over the necessity to smoke seed  
of South African plants, with the 
suggestion that simply the overnight 
drop in temperature and warm days 
are enough to break seed dormancy. 
Whatever the truth of this, the 
smoking of seeds certainly does  
not do any harm.

The seeds produce correspond-
ingly tiny seedlings. After the two 
cotyledons, the first glandular leaves 
are produced. Development is slow, 
and the seedlings will produce little 
more growth in their first year. A 
sprinkling of ground, dried blood-
worm will help them, and it is the 
first year that is crucial as they need 
to develop a root large enough for 
them to survive the summer.

Once they die back, treat as the 
adult plants, again allowing a little 
water periodically, this time 
delivered from above.

In their second year the plants will 
develop further and eventually reach 
full adult size in somewhere around 
three or four years.

The species
There are currently six species 
recognised in this group. Drosera 
acaulis, a plant similar in form to 
D. trinervia from a small range in  
the Matroosberg, has a similar 
growth habit, but is winter dormant, 
so is not included here.

Despite its name, the flowers of Drosera alba can be pink as well as white. This plant changes its habit  
over the growing season, beginning as a flat rosette before the later shuttlecock-like growth is produced. 

Im
ages by N Hew

itt-Cooper unless stated otherw
ise

Seedlings of Drosera trinervia (above), and roots  
of adult plants (left), illustrating the depths at 
which water is sought.
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Drosera alba
This heterophyllous species begins 
the season with a flat rosette of 
leaves, before producing four or five 
semi-erect to erect filiform leaves  
to about 7.5cm. The pink or white 
flowers are produced in succession 
on tall stems to 15cm. The flowers 
themselves are small, less then 1cm 
in diameter. This species forms large 
colonies of red-flushed plants in 
nature, where it favours thin soils 
which dry completely in the summer, 
and are flooded during winter. It is 
found across the Western Cape.

Drosera cistiflora
The polymorphic Drosera cistiflora is 
undoubtedly the most variable in the 
entire genus. Previously it’s been 
split into several taxa (D. variegata 
and D. liniflora, for instance), but all 
are currently returned to D. cistiflora.

It is a glorious plant from the 
Western Cape and varies as much  
in form and leaf shape as it does in 
flower, and I have collected perhaps 
10 variants over the past two 
decades. It has the distinction of 
possessing the largest flowers in the 
genus, often over 5 cm across. In 
nature the flowers are often visited 
by monkey beetles (Scarabaeidae), 

something unique in the genus. 
According to my observations, the 
pink- and white-flowered forms are 
most common, but flowers can also 
be salmon, red, and deep purple, 
with variants in between. These may 
simply be hybrids of the other colour 
forms. Some of these plants, 
especially those with red and purple 
flowers appear to be in only a couple 
of collections worldwide.

The vegetative parts of the plant 
are as variable as the flowers. The 
upright stem is produced from a 

small rosette of leaves, and may be 
anything from 10cm to over 40cm  
in height. They can be tall and gracile 
or short and stocky. The cauline 
leaves, which are produced laterally, 
also differ. In some plants they are 
long and narrow, in others broader, 
and number on my plants from four 
or five to a dozen or more.

Drosera coccipetala
This beautiful plant, found on  
the south coast near the town of 
Caledon, is a personal favourite.  

Drosera coccipetala (left) is a diminutive species with comparatively large flowers. Drosera pauciflora (centre and right) has showy flowers to 5cm across.

Rosettes of Drosera zeyheri with an example of the flowers (inset). These may be pink, purple or white  
but are never red, and the flower scape usually bears a couple of leaves. 

Christian Dietz
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It is small and rosetted, to around 
2.5cm in diameter, and produces  
a neat circle of bright green leaves 
which contrast with the red 12mm-
wide flowers. These are produced 
singly, on short stems. Occasionally, 
white-flowered specimens are seen.

Drosera pauciflora 
I only grow a single form of this 
beautiful species at adult size, and 
this particular plant has a somewhat 
fractured history, having been placed 
previously under D. atrostyla, a 
segregate species that is sometimes 

recognized. It is a rosetted plant, 
somewhat reminiscent of a large 
D. trinervia, and generally with 
foliage of a pale green colour. 
However, the flowers, produced 
singly, or occasionally in pairs, set 
this plant apart. They are large  
and showy, to 5cm across, and are 
generally pink or white throughout 
its range. 

The form I grow is the palest 
yellow in colour (Yellow Group  
2D on the RHS Colour Chart). Its  
origin is unknown, having entered 
cultivation as seed in the early 1990s.

Drosera trinervia
This is a common and widespread 
species found across the Western 
Cape and into the Eastern Cape. It is 
another rosetted plant, between 2.5 
and 5cm in diameter, with slightly 
cuneate leaves which can be broad  
or narrow, giving some plants a more 
lax appearance. The many flowers 
may be pink or white, and are 
produced in succession on tall wiry 
stems. This species self-seeds 
prolifically and is consequently the 
best plant to grow for the beginner. 

An interesting variant with narrow 
leaves and large pink-purple flowers 
was named D. afra but is now 
considered to be within the very 
broad parameters of D. trinervia. 
This variant is a personal favourite.

Drosera zeyheri 
This species, from the Cape 
Peninsula, is similar in size and form 
to D. coccipetala. It differs from that 
species in that it produces flowers 
which often, but not always, have 
1–2 leaves on the flower scape, 
making it reminiscent of a small 
D. cistiflora. The flowers are white, 
pink, or purple, but never red.

I have only grown it for a single 
season, but its cultivation is the same 
as for the others described here.

Conclusion
It is a shame that these plants are 
not grown more widely and I have 
recently distributed seed of some of 
the rarer forms to encourage their 
survival. Some populations of these 
plants number just a few individuals, 
and while some are safe due to their 
remote distributions, others that are 
in areas used for farming and hou-
sing, cling tenuously to existence.

nigel Hewitt-Cooper has 
grown carnivorous plants for 40 
years and runs a nursery in Somerset. 
www.hccarnivorousplants.co.uk

Examples of Drosera trinervia. The variant previously known as D. afra (top left) has striking purple-pink 
flowers; the typical plant (top right) is white-flowered. Dense rosettes (above) grow readily from seed.


