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or green leaves and are at their best planted on a high point 
and allowed to cascade. Get to see the ‘Crimson Queen’ 
at the back of Oak Bay municipal hall, it weeps down 
beautifully from a high concrete planter. 

The alternative for dissectums is to train them up by 
determined staking and tightly tying up the shoots. I am 
currently doing this with ‘Filigree’, one of the better green 
forms. All Japanese maples make excellent subjects for pots 
or tubs and this is possibly the only way of growing the 
exquisitely fine ‘Red Filigree Lace’ if someone ever manages 
the skill to graft the sub millimetre diameter twigs and 
makes it available. 

Among the rhododendrons most grow too big, apart 
from ‘Golfer’ and in the azaleas the evergreen ‘Hino 
Crimson’ and its relatives which can be clipped to low 
mounds as the Japanese commonly do. Of the hundreds of 
indumented rhododendron hybrids I have produced most 
have hybrid vigour and are too big. Some of the makinoi 
hybrids have spikey, white young leaves providing valuable 
foliage contrast and proteoides x roxieanum is a true compact 
dwarf less finicky than its proteoides parent. 

I value the witch hazels for their winter/spring flowers 
but they get a bit spread with age. In his book Witch Hazels, 
Chris Lane recommends cutting back the new shoots each 
year by about two thirds. Of the seven forms I have grown 
only ‘Jelena’ and ‘Pallida’ are fully satisfactory: ‘Jelena’ with 
orange flowers starting at Christmas and scented like bruised 
tangerine skin, and ‘Pallida’ soon after with yellow flowers. 
Avoid the deep red ‘Diane’ (named for Jelena de Belder’s 
daughter), the flowers are small and do not have much 
presence. 

Most Camellias are too big, although they take to being 
severely espaliered on a wall. Only some of the smaller 
flowered species such as C. transnokiensis would fit, and if 
that gets too big it clips well. 

Among the Magnolias only the species M. stellata and its 
hybrids in the Little Girl group (‘Susan’, ‘Ann’, ‘Betty’, etc.) 
are compact enough and even the Girls need some pruning 
control. I hesitate to mention my own foray in this group 
since I have not yet registered it with the Magnolia Society 
International but it has performed well in Victoria and can 
be seen by the lower lawn at Abkhazi Garden.

The conifer literature is full of ‘swarf ’ forms the great 
majority of which do not deserve the sobriquet. I shall 
mention only one, the golden upright (fastigiated) yew 
‘Standishii’. This is slow growing because of its shortage of 

chlorophyll and the leaves turn a brighter gold on the sunny 
side so site it with that in mind. My ‘Standishii’ in Sooke 
grew to about four feet in 19 years under exposed conditions. 
I have been playing around with its genetics and among 
hundreds of fastigiated seedlings in golden, variegated and 
green a single plant grew into a spreading shape. Its older 
leaves are deep green but the young shoots contrast in a 
bright yellow. This could be a valuable addition to the garden 
scene and I shall propagate and distribute it. 

All the above mentioned plants were found in Victoria 
but most are difficult to obtain and require assiduous 
searching. The alternative to choosing genetically dwarf 
plants is to take vigorous i.e.normal, trees and shrubs 
and deliberately restrict their growth in a regular manner. 
Restriction should be not quite to the extent practiced by the 
bonsai enthusiasts, but by carrying out a planned training 
regime yearly as opposed to just cutting back something that 
is overgrown every few years. 

The studied training of trees and shrubs is little practiced 
in Victoria with the exception of bush roses which are 
pruned every spring. In fruit production apple and pear trees 
are pruned and grape vines are reduced to a pair of stubs 
every winter. I would like to introduce the notion of annual 
or more frequent pruning to our local gardening community. 

So let me go over regimes for three shrubs or vines as 
examples: Chilean bells (Crinodendron), Forsythia and 
Wisteria, untidy brutes all. A rigid plan is required to control 
them. Gardening needs sociopaths. We need a new word 
for a personality that excessively controls plants, perhaps 
phytosociopath. Each plant needs its own pruning plan in 
place. 

Crinodendron puts up strong basal shoots once 
established. My aim is to maintain a single standard trunk 
kept to a limited height, removing all basal shoots as 
required, possibly several times a year. 

Forsythia has a different growth cycle. My plant came 
with the property and my first instinct was to remove it, but 
the exuberant sunshine of the spring flowers melted even my 
heart. Since Forsythia has a regular two year cycle of branch 
production, go along with this. In the first year a basal shoot 
produces an unbranched cane possibly up to 2m high. In 
the second year the canes produce side branches with flower 
buds on them and these flower in the third spring. The secret 
of control is to remove the whole flowering shoot at the 
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Heart Meltingly Adorable, Supremely Graceful,  
Undeniably Proli�c, Exceedingly Voracious

Rob DeGros

You probably thought this referred to an extended 
visit by family over Christmas holiday, didn’t you? 






