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Unlike the more 
widely grown marsh-

loving species, 
tuberous sundews 

survive a dry season  
by retreating 

underground. Nigel 
Hewitt-Cooper 
describes the best 

 ones to grow.

Growing
tuberous 

Drosera

T he tuberous Drosera 
represent surely the most 
scarcely cultivated group of 

the genus. This is a great shame as all 
are exquisitely beautiful carnivorous 
plants, and most respond well to 
similar growing methods. When one 
thinks of a sundew one immediately 
imagines a bog plant, but this group 
of unusual perennial species exhibits 

a very different habit, in a very 
different habitat.

Found predominately in Western 
Australia, the 50 or so species are 
divided in to three sections: 
Erythrorhiza, which contains the 
rosetted species; Ergalium, which has 
the climbing and erect species; and 
Stolonifera, which contains semi-
erect plants.

Lifestyle
One cannot fail to admire the 
environmental adaptations seen  
in Drosera, and for me the tuberous 
ones take the ability to survive just 
that one stage further. To endure  
the harsh Australian summer 
months, the above-ground parts die 
back, reabsorbing the moisture and 
nutrients. They retreat underground 

One of the easiest-to-grow tuberous 
species, Drosera macrantha has climbing 

aerial stems to 1.5m in length
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to a stem tuber, a starch-filled 
storage organ, which in some species 
can be found at a depth of 60cm.

This reabsorbtion takes place 
towards the end of the cooler winter 
months when the day length 
increases to a critical level. In 
cultivation in England, the first 
species turn brown around late 
February when the day length is 
approximately 11 hours, and the last 
to die back do so by mid to late May 
when the day length is approximately 
15 hours. Conversely, the emergence 
of these plants also happens over a 
long period, with the first appearing 
in September (usually D. hugelii, 
D. macrantha and D. pallida), and the 
last as late as the end of February 
(D. fimbriata), sometimes coinciding 
with the first species entering 
dormancy. Occasionally, in some 
years an individual plant will fail to 
produce above-ground growth at all, 
instead producing a new tuber and 
transferring the nutrients from the 

old one, which subsequently dies.
Moisture is another important 

factor with these plants. Obviously, 
in the wild they endure extreme 
temperatures that they will not 
experience in cultivation in England, 
even when under glass, and their 
natural habitat becomes tinder-dry. 
By retreating underground as far as 
they do, however, they are at a level 
where even in the driest of summers, 
there is enough residual moisture 
within the soil to sustain them until 
the autumn rains.

Flowers
Tuberous Drosera are the only 
species in the genus to produce 
perfumed flowers, with the 
exception of a few pygmy species. 
This does not apply to all the 
tuberous species, but those that do 
can produce the most astonishingly 
powerful fragrance. Have several 
flower together and your greenhouse 
can be filled with a heady sweet 

aroma, with, in some cases, 
undertones of cinnamon.

Tuberous Drosera flowers are 
predominately white, although some 
produce yellow blooms, and a few 
are pink. Two of my favourites are  
D. bicolor, which has white petals 
with a deep pink patch at their bases, 
indeed the only bicoloured Drosera 
(except a couple of pygmy species), 
and D. browniana which produces 
pale pink flowers to 2cm in 
diameter, each borne on a  
single stem.

Out of the 50 or so species of 
tuberous Drosera, I describe here  
a few of my favourites that are  
also relatively easy to grow. 

Drosera bulbosa
This species produces leaf rosettes 
to 7cm in diameter. The leaves are 
generally apple-green in colour, with 
some forms having a pronounced  
red midrib. It flowers prior to the 
emergence of leaves, bearing small 
white flowers to 1cm in diameter 
possessing a powerful scent. 

Drosera erythrorhiza
Another rosetted species, this is  
a smaller plant to 4cm in diameter.  
It usually has three green leaves, 
pressed to the soil surface, and each 
with a red suffusion to the petiole.  
It has a particularly dense covering 
of red-tipped sticky glands on the 
upper leaf surface. 

Of the several subspecies, subsp. 
squamosa is an larger, attractive plant 
to 10cm across. It has a distinct 
orange-red band around the outside 
of the upper leaf surface which is 
more intense in good light. The 
fragrant, white flowers are rarely 
produced in cultivation. 

Drosera fimbriata
A personal favourite, in cultivation 
this is always the last species to  
die back, often in late May. It 

Some variants of Drosera bulbosa have contrasting red midribs, becoming more pronounced in good light

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
s 

by
 N

ig
el

 H
ew

itt
-C

oo
pe

r



genus profile

228 December 2013

produces short upright stems to only 
8cm in height, although these extend 
to 12cm if it produces its white 
flowers. 

An unusual feature of this species 
is the whorl of leaves, produced at 
the base of the stem, fringed with 
non-carnivorous tentacles. It has 
been suggested that these are either 
a barrier to prevent crawling, sap-
sucking insects from climbing the 
plant, or are a shield to prevent sand 
particles being splashed by rain onto 
the carnivorous leaves.

Drosera hugelii
One of the species with an erect 
stem, this one is apple-green in all  
its parts except the tentacles and 
reaches a height of 45cm. The white 
flowers are held in a cluster at the 
top of the stem. 

The leaves are unusual in that  
they are campaniform (bell-shaped), 
unlike any other species. They face 
downward, with the sticky tentacles 
protruding from the base of the 
‘bell’. Once an insect has been 
caught, the hairs draw it up inside 
the leaf, thus ensuring that it cannot 
be washed away in heavy rain. 

Drosera lowriei
This is a rosetted plant to 4cm in 
diameter. The spathulate leaves, 
when grown in good light, have a 
crimson petiole and leaf margin  
with similarly coloured tentacles.  
It readily produces additional  
tubers resulting in a compact  
colony of plants.

It was named for Allen Lowrie 
who has worked and written 
extensively on Australian 
carnivorous plants for four decades. 

Drosera macrantha
One of the easiest to grow of the 
climbing species, this one scrambles 
to a height of 150cm. As with most 
of the climbing species, the leaves 
are produced in whorls of three,  
with two on short petioles about 
1cm long, and the third on a petiole 
twice the length. This longer petiole 
twists around surrounding 
vegetation (or, in cultivation, a cane 
or similar), thus enabling the plant  
to climb. It has white, or sometimes 

Rosette of Drosera erythrorhiza (above) and the 
erect stem of D. fimbriata (right) with its unusual 
petioles just visible at the bottom of the picture
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pink, flowers.
Drosera macrantha subsp. eremaea 

differs in being a non-climbing, free-
standing plant to 25cm in height.  
It also has glandular hairs over all  
of the stem, rather than just in the 
upper half for the type subspecies.

Drosera menziesii
Another climbing species, this one 
scrambles to around 30cm. It has 
the typical three-leaf whorls of the 
climbing species, but bears pink 
rather than white flowers.

Drosera menziesii subsp. penicillaris 
is larger, capable of climbing for 
more than 1m.

Drosera microphylla
This is an upright species that 
generally supports itself, reaching 
about 30cm in height. The most 
notable aspect of this plant is the 
peculiar flowers, to 1cm across and 

with reflexed, reddish pink, metallic-
looking petals, framed by greenish 
orange sepals.

Drosera pallida
A scrambling species reaching 1.5m 
in height, given the chance it likes  
to wander around in the greenhouse, 
climbing over surrounding plants if 
not given its own means of support. 
The stems and leaves are pale green 
and glabrous with red-tinged 
tentacles. It flowers well, producing 
a profusion of white, 1.5cm-diameter 
flowers with yellow stamens.

Drosera peltata
Undoubtedly the easiest species to 
grow, this also has the widest 
distribution in the wild. As well as 
being found in western Australia,  
it is also native to eastern Australia, 
Tasmania, New Zealand, and north 
to Japan and southeast Asia.

It produces a flat, basal rosette 
from which emerges an upright, 

Aerial stems of Drosera hugelii (left) bearing its unusual bell-shaped leaves, 
and a healthy rosette of D. lowriei (above) bearing numerous leaves

Tubers of Drosera menziesii (above left) and 
emerging shoots of D. menziesii (left)
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glabrous stem to around 20cm.  
This bears shield-shaped carnivorous 
leaves held alternately. The stem and 
leaf colour can be green, orange or 
red and every shade in between. 

The rather small flowers are either 
white or pink, and produce copious 
amounts of seed. A forgiving plant,  
it is probably the only species that 
does not seem to be harmed by 
overenthusiastic watering, even  
in the summer months.

Drosera rosulata
This rosetted species can reach 8cm 
in diameter, although it is usually 
smaller. It is similar to D. bulbosa but 
has a channelled midrib. It usually 
produces around 10 leaves, which in 
good light can vary from apple-green 
through to olive green and bronze, 
touched with red and orange. 

For me, this species does not 
flower frequently enough, indicating 
there is a factor unknown to me 
required to trigger flowering. 

Drosera salina
A tiny species but still a favourite  
of mine, this produces an upright 
stem to just 5cm in height. The basal 
rosette is bright green and the leaf 
edges are folded noticeably inwards. 
From this arises a semi-erect, zigzag, 
red stem with alternate leaves.  
A cluster of yellow flowers is 
occasionally produced at the  
apex of the stem. 

Drosera zigzagia
Similar to D. salina, this is another 
small, free-standing species, to 
around 8cm in height. It produces  
a sparse rosette of 5–7 bright green 
leaves which are pressed close to  
the soil surface. From this arises an 
erect, red, zigzag stem, which in this 
case gives the plant its specific name. 
Three to four yellow flowers about 
7mm in diameter are borne at the 
top of the stem.

Cultivation
Tuberous Drosera have a reputation 
for being difficult to maintain well in 
cultivation. But with a little consid-
eration of their natural cycles they 
can be a rewarding, unusual and long-
lived addition to a greenhouse. Also, 
they are in full growth when most 
other carnivorous plants are dormant.

One of the most important factors 
is to use extra-deep pots. For all my 
plants I use 2-litre, deep containers 
with a diameter of 14cm and a depth 
of 18cm. There are three advantages 
to pots of this size. Firstly, while in 
growth the frequency of watering is 
reduced due to the capacity. 
Secondly, and more importantly, 
they allow the compost to dry slowly 
at the end of the growing season, 
rather than sudden desiccation 
following the cessation of watering. 
This allows nutrients from the plant 
to be fully reabsorbed into the tuber, 

and ensures that there is the greatest 
chance of surviving until growth 
recommences in the autumn. 
Thirdly, the extra depth allows the 
plant to find the level at which it is 
happiest. In standard-depth pots the 
tubers can often be found outside 
the drainage holes at the end of the 
growing season, as there is 
insufficient depth, but with deep 
containers I have only once found a 
plant which has managed this feat. 

In the wild, plants grow in 
substrates such as peat, loam, silica 
sand, or even on granite outcrops. 
Thankfully, there is one universal 
compost which works well for all 
species. I favour a silver-sand and 
moss-peat mix to a ratio of 6:1. To 
prevent it washing out of the 
drainage holes I place a 1cm layer of 
peat in the bottom of the pots first. 

Clockwise from top left: the vivid flowers of 
Drosera microphylla, a basal rosette and erect 
stem of D. salina, a rosette of D. rosulata, and 
climbing stems of D. pallida
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The pots are then placed in a tray.
When planting, I place the tuber 

about 2.5cm below the surface of the 
compost. If repotting I prefer to do 
this in August, shortly before the 
plants break dormancy. Once potted, 
an overhead watering is sufficient, 
repeated every week or so through 
the growing season. I allow a thin 
film of water to remain in the tray, 
only replenishing from overhead and 
into the tray when the soil surface is 
dry. Once the plants start to brown 
at the end of the season, and this can 
happen surprisingly quickly, I cease 
watering. As mentioned above, the 
depth of the pots is such that the 
tubers do not dessicate. 

When dormant the plants receive 
water by the same method, but only 
every 4–6 weeks, and just enough to 
maintain slight dampness in the 
lower portion of the pot. It sounds 
complex, but you soon get a feel of 
when and how much water to give. 
During the hottest months of the 
year when the plants are dormant, I 
place a double layer of shade netting 
over the top of the pots, as this 
reduces the need for watering. As 
they are dormant the temperature is 
largely irrelevant, with summer highs 
of more than 37°C not uncommon. 
A twice-weekly look at the pots lets 
me know when to remove this upon 
the emergence of the first plants. 

During the growing season the 
plants appreciate a little heat, though 
are surprisingly cold-tolerant. A 
minimum of 4°C seems optimum, 
although I have frozen a few species, 
and while they tolerated this harsh 
treatment, they did not grow to their 
usual standard.

Light is an important factor, and, 
as with other Drosera, tuberous 
species appreciate good levels of 
direct sun. Although this can be in 
short supply in England I find that 
the tuberous species still colour well 
and flower in most years. 

Propagation
There are two main methods of 
propagation: division or seed. The 
easiest is division, as many species 
produce daughter tubers each year, 
so that a small colony of plants 
develops in a pot. When the colony 
is dormant, empty the pot contents 
into a tray in July or August, and sift 
through. The tubers are generally 
orange, pale yellow or pink, and vary 
from about 4mm in diameter to the 
size of a cherry tomato. Beware, as 
some sheath themselves in the outer 
skins of previous year’s tubers, which 
are usually a brown colour and can be 
missed. Pot them either individually, 
or, as I prefer, in small groups. 

Not all species produce daughter 
tubers readily. I have a 19-year-old 
plant of D. orbiculata which 
stubbornly refuses to replicate itself, 
simply producing a single rosette and 
a few white flowers each season. 

Raising plants from seed needs a 
little more care. The natural 

temptation is to sow the seed in  
the autumn, at the beginning of the 
growing season, but to do so will 
result in little or no germination. 
While experimenting a few years ago 
with winter-growing South African 
Drosera, I instead considered when 
the plants naturally shed their seeds. 
This, of course, is at the end of the 
growing season. Any seed that germ-
inated immediately, at the beginning 
of the summer dry period, would 
have virtually no chance of survival, 
as it would not have time to produce 
a tuber, and would instead die very 
quickly as soon as its habitat dried 
out. Instead, the seeds sit on the 
baked soil surface in a state of dorm-
ancy until the arrival of the shorter, 
cooler days and autumn rains. With 
this change in conditions, 
germination occurs en masse. 

In cultivation this same rule 
applies, and seeds will only germinate 
after a hot, dry period of stratification 
– a further clever method by which 
the seed ensures its survival, in the 
same way that temperate plants such 
as Sarracenia require a cold 
stratification. By the end of their 
first season, the small seedlings will 
have produced their own small 
tubers, and are able to survive the 
same conditions as the adult plants. 

Conclusion
I hope this article inspires people to 
grow this little-known and poorly 
understood group of plants. 
Although a few are difficult to 
obtain, others are more readily 
available. The small effort invested 
in giving them the right conditions 
will reward you with a winter display 
while the more commonly grown 
carnivorous plants are dormant.

Nigel hewitt-Cooper has 
grown carnivorous plants for 30 
years and runs a nursery in Somerset.  
www.hccarnivorousplants.co.uk

Although not a character unique to this species, 
Drosera zigzagia has a distinctive stem


