
IN THE PINK 

Madeleine McCormack 

wo of these three pink plants are really quite 
tender, but I think if you haven’t already 
acquired them you might like to give them a 
go.  So only a small apology. 

Dodecatheon pulchellum ‘Red Wing’ is a hardy 
perennial plant in the family Primulaceae, 
originating in North America.  The common name 
for the genus Dodecatheon is American cowslip or 
shooting star. They prefer a moist, retentive soil 
and flourish in woodland with some shelter from 
the sun. 

From the centre of the basal clump of leaves, the 
bright magenta flowers are borne in clusters on tall 
stems about 20cm high. The flowers are pendant, 
with the stamens pointing downwards and the 
petals acutely reflexed, giving the appearance of a 
small shuttlecock.  The flowers appear in early 
spring, and by midsummer the plant is dormant.  
Pollination is by bees that vibrate the flowers, thus 
releasing the pollen. The bees are known as buzz 
pollinators. 

I obtained this delightful plant from Daisy Roots 
Nursery, near Hertford, some years ago and have 
grown it in a pot ever since.  I didn’t realise it was 
hardy and could have found it a shady spot in the 
garden, but it might have succumbed to the ravages of our large dogs.  It stays in the 
greenhouse in winter, and in spring we enjoy it on the shady side of the patio. 

Anisodontea capensis is of the family 
Malvaceae, and native to South 
Africa.  Its common name is African 
mallow or Cape mallow.  It is a 
small, upright, evergreen sub-shrub 
with hibiscus-like, five-petalled, soft 
pink flowers. Each petal has darker 
pink lines radiating from the centre. 
Presumably these are bee guide 
lines.  On a warm day, many bees 
can be seen feeding on the flowers.  
The central anthers are a dark grey 
that contrasts well with pink.  Both 
the stems and leaves are a little 
hairy.  Despite the bees, A. capensis 
s e e m s n o t t o s e t s e e d , b u t 
propagation by cuttings is easy.  It 
prefers full sun and, unless the 
winter in the UK is exceptionally 
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mild and the garden very sheltered, the plant will not survive in the ground.  A frost-free 
greenhouse is the answer. 

Again, it was a long time ago that I saw the plant, in a large garden in Chipperfield.  I 
asked the gardener what it was, and he kindly gave me a few stems.  My plants, which are 
in large pots, reach about 60cm, but then I prune them because they become leggy when 
left to themselves. 

My third ‘pink’ is my absolute favourite:  Impatiens kilimanjari x pseudoviola is a tender 
perennial from the rainforests of Mount Kilimanjaro.  It is a member of the family 
Balsaminaceae, a genus with 850 to 1000 species and the common name Busy Lizzie.  An 
apt name, as it has a long flowering period.   

The flowers are vibrant pink, with a hood curving into a long pale-yellow spur.  Inside the 
hood are a series of yellow and white blotches.  The prominent labellum may provide a 
platform for pollinators. The leaves are glossy with a fine-toothed edge. 

My original plant came from Derry Watkins at Special Plants Nursery, where she had a 
huge plant filling a half barrel, in deep shade.  She warned me that it hated the sun and 
could only be grown from cuttings.  Mine is in a shallow terracotta pot and has grown to 
60cm diameter, 15cm high.  The pot is perched in the top of an old chimney pot so that it 
can be admired at a higher level.  It gets a few hours of sun each day.  The plant 
overwinters in a frost-free greenhouse and is never without some flower. 

Come the spring, with warmth and feeding it is a cheerful sight.  I watch the night 
temperature forecast without fail, ready to whip it under cover. Of course, there are the 
little cuttings in the greenhouse, but I would be very sad to lose the mother plant.  

The usage of the phrase ‘in the pink’ has altered since Shakespeare’s time: in Romeo and 
Juliet (1587), Mercurio, in conversation with Romeo, says:  ‘Nay, I am the very pinke of 
curtesie’, meaning that Mercurio is the epitome of courtesy and good manners. 

It is now taken to mean in peak condition.  It takes a little effort to keep these three plants 
‘in the pink’. 
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