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Three
large-flowered

hoyas
There are at least 200 

species of Hoya and most are 
in cultivation. Yet the vast 

majority are relatively unknown in 
the UK, except for Hoya bella and  
H. carnosa. This is surprising, as many 
species are well-suited to growing as 
houseplants. They are also extremely 
popular in northern Europe, 
particularly Scandinavia, where large, 
private collections of many different 
species and selections are relatively 
commonplace. As a genus they are 
highly collectable, combining 
diversity of foliage and flower forms 
with an often powerful, sweet, 
exotic, evening fragrance. 

Species with the most spectacular 
flowers are found in section 
Physostelma. This relatively small 
group of 21 morphologically similar 
species all have large, bell-shaped 
flowers. They are distributed from 
Malaysia and the Philippines to 

northern Australia and the South 
Pacific.

The most magnificent species in 
this section are Hoya archboldiana,  
H. macgillivrayi and H. megalaster  
– the subject of this article. 

Taxonomy
Schlechter (1913), in his infrageneric 
revision, placed H. megalaster in 
section Physostelma. However,  
H. archboldiana and H. macgillivrayi 
were discovered later. Kloppenburg 
(1993) attempted to expand on 
Schlechter and added H. macgillivrayi 
to section Physostelma, but failed to 
consider H. archboldiana. 

Some hoyas have 
particularly large 

flowers.  
rob Stirling 

discusses three of the 
most magnificent.

 Hoya macgillivrayi was discovered in the 
upper tree canopy of Queensland rainforest
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Forster et al. (1995) argued that 
key taxonomic characteristics shared 
by both these more recent species 
(along with a relatively newly 
discovered species from Papua New 
Guinea, H. onychoides) were 
sufficiently different from other 
species in section Physostelma to 
warrant them being placed in their 
own group. They cited the 
differences shared by the three 
species as: succulent foliage; large, 
red flowers; and linear to oblong in 
outline coronal staminal lobes, the 
outer apices of which are antrorse or 
bent forwards. These differences 
clearly distinguish the three species 
from H. megalaster, which has softer 
foliage and shorter staminal lobes 
which are not antrorse at the outer 
apices. However, for the purposes  
of this article I will consider  
H. archboldiana, H. macgillivrayi  
and H. megalaster together.

For a more general overview of 
taxonomic research into the genus, 
see Wanntorp (2011).

Hoya archboldiana 
This species was discovered in 
November 1933 in central Papua 
New Guinea by Dr LB Brass, the 

leader of an expedition sponsored by 
the wealthy American aviator and 
explorer, Richard Archbold. It was 
collected at an altitude of 450m, 
near Rona on the Laloki River, 
growing epiphytically in the upper 
canopies of rainforest trees. 
Temperatures there are in the range 
of 22–30°c throughout the year. 

This vigorous, twining climber has 
hairless, cylindrical stems, often 
several metres in length, green when 
young but later becoming corky and 
brown. The handsome leaves are 
hard, succulent and a glossy, deep 
green on the upper surface. They are 
lanceolate-ovate to lanceolate-
elliptic in shape, tapering to a point 
at the tip, and about 20 x 7.5cm. The 
veins are obscure on both the upper 
and lower surfaces. 

Hoya archboldiana is an attractive 
plant out of flower, but spectacular 
when in flower. New peduncles 
(inflorescence stalks) appear only on 
new growth throughout spring and 
summer, giving rise to an 
inflorescence up to 10cm long. The 
peduncles are persistent and repeat 
flushes of flowers will usually develop 
on old peduncles in subsequent 
seasons. It is therefore important 

not to remove the peduncles after 
flowering has finished. Each 
peduncle carries up to 20 flowers, 
each on an individual pedicel (flower 
stalk). They are scented in the 
evening, with a fragrance resembling 
Gardenia. The hemispherical cluster 
of flowers can be 20cm in diameter. 
The corolla is bell-shaped, 1.8–2cm 
long and 4–4.7cm across, and usually 
pink, although sometimes red or 
white. The corolla has five triangular 
lobes which are strongly reflexed, 
emphasizing the hemispherical, 
bowl-shape of the flower. The dark 
pink, five-pointed, staminal corona 
segments are linear and blunt at the 
ends, and the outer apices bend 
outwards. Flowers are often 
produced on young plants, only one 
or two years from the rooted cutting 
stage. 
Hoya macgillivrayi
This species was first collected 
between November 1913 and 

The corolla lobes of Hoya archboldiana 
are strongly reflexed

Hoya archboldiana has the narrowest 
leaves of the three species
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January 1914 by Dr William DK 
Macgillivray, a physician from 
Victoria, Australia, who was a keen 
amateur ornithologist and naturalist. 
While exploring for several weeks 
near the Claudie River and Lloyd 
Bay on Cape York Peninsula in 
Queensland he collected what was  
to become the type specimen of  
H. macgillivrayi. It grows epiphytically 
in the upper tree canopy where it 
receives dappled sunlight and free air 
movement. Occasionally it is found 
clambering over large rock piles, in 
similar conditions of sunlight and 
humidity, rooting into leaf litter and 
moss in rock crevices, but rarely 
reaching the soil. Temperatures in 
habitat are in the range of 21– 27°c 
in the dry season and 27–32°c in the 
wet season.

It was not collected again for 34 
years, until Dr LB Brass found the 
plant on the 1948 Archbold 
expedition to Cape York. Brass 
described the plant in his notes:  
‘A climbing Hoya had umbels of 
remarkably large, blackish purple 
flowers, with a gardenia fragrance, 
each over three inches in diameter’. 

It was to be another 30 years 
before the plant was introduced into 

cultivation. With its spectacular 
flowers and amazing perfume one 
might have assumed this would 
happen soon after its discovery. But 
its remoteness, inaccessible habitat, 
and difficulty being identified in high 
tree canopies when out of flower 
were probably the reasons for its 
absence from cultivation for so long. 

Hoya macgillivrayi is a vigorous 
climber, with hairless, twining stems. 
The leaves are succulent, somewhat 
leathery, bronze and glossy when 
young and becoming an intense, dark 
green on the upper surface. They are 
elliptic, bluntly cordate at the base, 
tapering to a point at the tip, and 
about 10 x 5cm. The leaf margins curl 
under slightly and there are very few 
conspicuous veins on either surface.

As with H. archboldiana, it has 
similarly persistent peduncles borne 
in the same way. Each peduncle 
carries six to ten flowers. The corolla 
is saucer-shaped, 7–8cm across, and 
with five triangular lobes that do not 
reflex at the tips. The usual colour of 
the corolla in habitat is red with a 
white centre, although all red and 
dark, purplish black variants are in 
cultivation. The reddish purple, five-
pointed segments of the staminal 

corona are linear and blunt at the ends 
and the outer apices bend outwards. 
The fragrance is intense, particularly 
in the evening and early morning, 
and is similar to that of H. archbold
iana. As with H. archboldiana, flowers 
are produced on young plants.

Hoya megalaster
This species is native to northeast 
Papua New Guinea. It was first 
found in the late 19th century, 
growing in shade at the base of 
rainforest trees near the Nuru River 
at about 400m. Other early 
locations include the upper reaches 
of the Sepik River, the forests of the 
Ibo Mountains at Boral, at about 
700m, and the forests at the foot of 
the Bismarck Range, near Saugueti 
Stage, at about 300m. Temperatures  
in habitat are in the range of 22–
30°c throughout the year.

This vigorous climber has hairless 
stems with a grey, waxy coating. The 
new stems are very thin and wiry at 
first and easily damaged. The glossy 
leaves are thin and papery with no 
succulence, often dimpled on their 
upper surface, and deep green. They 
are broadly ovate, cordate at the base 
with the basal lobes often 
overlapping, ending in a short point 
at the tip, and 8–14cm x 5–9cm.

The persistent peduncles bear 
flowers with deeply lobed, saucer-
shaped corollas, 2.5–4cm across, 
which are hairless, except for a 

NEW caption style (white-out) 
positioned bottom left ON an image 
Plant × name Trade Designation

High humidity suits all the  
large-flowered species,  
including Hoya macgillivrayi

The corolla lobes of Hoya macgillivrayi 
give the flower a distinctive shape
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fine downy covering in the centre of 
the flower. There are two clones in 
cultivation, one with pink flowers 
and the other with red. The corolla 
lobes are broadly triangular in shape, 
about 8mm long and incurved. The 
staminal corona is star-shaped and 
the corona lobes are relatively thick. 
The flowers exude a strong fragrance 
of vanilla in the evening. 

Cultivation
Humidity and light
During the growing season in the 
northern hemisphere (April to 
September) all three species prefer 
daytime temperatures of 27–32°c 
and a relative humidity of 75–80%. 
However, they will tolerate slightly 
lower temperatures and relative 
humidity when grown indoors. 
Humidity can be raised in the 
vicinity of the plants by grouping 
several plants together to create a 
humid microclimate around them, 
by standing plants over a tray filled 
with fired clay pebbles to which 
water has been added, or using an 
electric room humidifier.

If growing under glass, lightly 
shield the plants from hot sunshine 
in summer to prevent leaf-burn or 
bleaching, which can halt growth.

In summer, H. archboldiana and  

H. macgillivrayi can be grown in an 
east-facing window indoors, with 
around 4 to 5 hours of direct morning 
sunlight, or in a south-facing window 
if lightly shaded by a fine mesh 
curtain. Hoya megalaster also needs 
bright light, but prefers a little more 
shade than the other two species 
during summer. Use foliage colour as 
a guide: if the leaves become yellowish 
green then provide more shade.

During autumn and winter, place 
plants in full sunlight, as daylight is 
much weaker at this time. Daytime 
temperatures should be kept above 
21°c and preferably 5°c cooler at 
night. Atmospheric humidity around 
the plants should be maintained at 
summer levels, particularly indoors if 
central heating is in use.

Soil and containers 
As epiphytes, hoyas root into small, 
well-drained pockets of humus and 
moss collected in the crooks of 
branches. It is therefore essential to 
grow them in a loose, sharply 
draining, moisture-retentive potting 
mixture that is mildly acidic. A 
suitable mix is two parts of 
proprietary orchid compost 
comprised of bark and a coarse peat 
substitute, to which one part of 
coarse perlite has been added for 

extra drainage. 
A potting mix that is poorly 

drained, and which impedes the 
movement of air through it, will 
suffocate the roots. If this happens, 
take cuttings quickly as plants can 
die rapidly. Avoid using a container 
that is too large for the rootball, as 
the compost can remain too wet for 
too long, again resulting in root death. 
Equally, too small a pot can result in 
the compost drying too fast, which 
will impede growth. Choose the 
smallest pot that will comfortably 
accommodate the plant’s roots

Repot plants every two years, as 
the compost will then have begun to 
degrade, becoming increasingly 
compacted and losing air spaces.

Watering 
In the growing season, H. archboldiana 
and H. macgilli vrayi need copious 
water, but make sure the compost is 
sharply draining and temperature 
and humidity are high enough to 
support fast growth. Hoya megalaster 
is very sensitive to over-watering, 
which results in root rot. It is best to 
keep it on the dry side, but with high 
humidity.

When watering, drench the 
rootball thoroughly. Allow pots to 
drain and the compost to approach 

The flowers of Hoya megalaster are 
strongly vanilla scented

A pink-flowered variant of Hoya 
megalaster is cultivated
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dryness before watering again. Never 
sit the pots in water for long periods.  
Watering the compost from the top, 
or dunking the container up to its 
rim in water until it can be seen 
percolating to the surface of the 
compost, are both suitable methods. 

Rainwater is generally preferable 
to tap water, as ‘hard’ tap-water 
contains dissolved calcium 
bicarbonate which is an alkaline salt. 
This can build up to toxic levels in a 
pot and kill the roots. Before using 
rainwater, particularly in winter, 

allow it to reach room or greenhouse 
temperature before watering, as very 
cold water can kill.

When growth slows in winter, 
plants need to be watered less 
frequently, but should not be 
allowed to dry out completely.

Feeding
A proprietary orchid fertilizer suits 
hoyas. Like all epiphytes, they can 
suffer root damage if the fertilizer is 
too strong. Fertilizer is best added to 
the irrigation water and applied to 
the plant twice a month during the 
growing season. Every three months 
the pots should be flushed through 
with copious quantities of plain 
water to remove any build-up of 
fertilizer salts, which over time can 
injure the roots.

Propagation
Hoyas are easily propagated using 
cuttings from one-year-old stems, 
with leaves attached, and from two 
to three nodes in length. They root 
quickly from the internodes when 
inserted in pots and placed in the 
humid conditions of a heated 
propagator at around 27°c, or even 
in zip-lock bags containing damp 
sphagnum moss at the same 
temperature.

Cuttings also root well in water, 
although this method is usually 
slower than using the propagator  
or zip-lock bag method.

Adequate light levels are 
important during rooting, and for 
strong growth after the cuttings have 
rooted. They are therefore best 
taken from spring to late summer.

Pests
The most important pest to attack 
Hoya is mealybug (Pseudococcus or 
Planococcus species). Severe 
infestations can be avoided by 
regularly checking and cleaning 
plants. There are several systemic 
and contact insecticides available  
to amateurs to control these pests.

Conclusion
All three species can usually be 
purchased online from several EU 
suppliers (see box below). These can 
be sent via post or courier, with no 
import restrictions between EU 
member states. 

Whatever taxonomic revisions  
the future brings, these species will 
surely remain the most beautiful and 
rewarding to grow in the genus. 

Rob StiRling is a Horticultural 
Advisor at RHS Garden Wisley  
and a Hoya enthusiast
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Unlike other large-flowered species, the 
leaves of Hoya megalaster lack succulence 

The individual flowers of Hoya 
megalaster can be up to 4cm across


