Covering
less ground
with more
interest
Smaller flowering and
shade trees respond to a
shifting marketplace

By Lisa Albert
gary handy
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dependent upon individual perceptions
of the market and consumer demands.
At one end of the size game is
Barbara Linden, a landscape designer
for 22 years in the Portland, Ore., metropolitan area.
Linden defines small trees as those
that grow to an ultimate size of 15 to
25 feet tall and 15 feet wide, although
she’ll stretch the width to 20 feet wide
for high-canopy trees. Additionally,
she feels they should have a single
leader, be well branched and look like
a tree, not a shrub.
To say that Linden loves trees
is an understatement; she changed
her last name to honor her favorite tree, the linden (Tilia cordata).
34
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Many of today’s products are
undergoing the Shrinky-Dink treatment, growing ever smaller to slip
easily into shirt pockets: cell phones,
cameras, video game players, media
players, trees ….
Wait a minute. Trees?
OK, perhaps pocket-sized trees
are not likely or desirable, for that matter – imagine the laundry issues – but
one look at the market reveals that as
lot sizes shrink, small trees are covering ground once dominated by largegrowing shade and flowering trees.
Size parameters are also going
through the reduction process, and
while it’s clear this trend towards pintsized trees will continue, the definition
of “small” is in flux. Definitions vary
among industry professionals, often
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Small Statures:

Shade & Flowering Trees

monrovia growers

There is an increasing market for smaller shade and flowering trees, largely because of two factors:
smaller lot sizes, and a greater desire by consumers for low-maintenance gardening. Examples of trees
that cater to these trends would include the many Japanese maple varieties (opposite page, top);
Acer pseudoplatanus ‘Esk Sunset’ (opposite page, bottom); Cornus 5 'Rutgan' P.P.# 7207 (Stellar Pink®
dogwood) (top left); Cercis canadensis ‘Forest Pansy’ (top right); and Cercis canadensis ‘Covey’ P.P.#
10328 (Lavender Twist redbud) (bottom).
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Make your own
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“Almost a shame to bury it.”

RootMaker®

From Start to Finish
this crapemyrtle was grown in the RootMaker® system.
The Original Root-Pruning Container System.™
RootMaker® Products Co., LLC
1-800-824-3941
www.rootmaker.com
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Obviously, trees have always
played an important role in her
designs but the players have
changed. Today about 75-80 percent
of her designs require small trees
– “there’s always room for a small
tree” – instead of the grand lindens
and beeches that once filled her
planting schemes.
Gary Handy, owner of Handy
Nursery in Boring, Ore., believes that
“small” is even smaller.
“There was a time in the nottoo-distant past when a homeowner
asking for a small tree for a limited
space was satisfied with the standard, upright dogwood or Japanese
maple – certainly no dwarf, but still
considered small stature as far as
trees go,” Handy said. “Today, the
ultimate height and spread of 15 to
20 feet is in many cases much too
large. Eventually, we will have to
realize that unless we are able to
provide plants that are more in the
8-12 foot ultimate size, we will be
missing an opportunity to provide
trees to the consumer that will meet
their needs.”
Small trees comprise about 35 to
40 percent of the company’s sales,
90 percent of which is sent out of
state, and he expects the percentage
to increase.

small statures
At Alpha Nursery,
we take the long view.

Azaleas
Rhododendrons
Broadleaves
Conifers

In 1978,
we started with

Vine maple (Acer circinatum) provides a small stature splash of color in the autumn.

one small
say 15 feet, (the customers) say they
are thinking much smaller than that.
People are definitely looking for
smaller plant material.”

Seeking small actors for
big parts

greenhouse and
one big dream.
Today,
Alpha’s grown

Not long ago, small tree choices
were limited, decreasing proportionately as size limits shrunk, often resulting in few options beyond Japanese
maple varieties.
However, that’s changing.
“Breeding on many deciduous
trees has been an ongoing pursuit
by numerous universities, arboretums, private collectors, and nurseries,
with excellent results,” Handy said.
“However … I would venture to say
the majority of dwarf trees have been
and will continue to be found by accident or … occurring naturally in native
stands or nurseries.”
New tree varieties are discovered
in the same manner as new conifer
forms: sports, witches’ brooms and
seedling variants (see “Little conifers
are big news” in the November 2008
issue of Digger for further information). Witches’ brooms “have resulted
in numerous dwarf introductions to

to the full-scale,
80-acre containerized
nursery you see here.

Heaths &
Heathers
Hardy
Perennials
Flowering &
Shade Trees
Specialty
Trees
Specialty
Items
Roses
Grasses

But whether you’re a
brand new customer
or one of our old
friends, you’ll still
find we offer the
same premium
nursery products—
and service to match!

Wholesale Container Ornamentals
5050 Hazelgreen Road NE • Salem, Oregon 97305
800.293.1286 TEL: 503.390.1286 FAX: 503.390.2639
alphanursery@alphanursery.com
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Dick Bocci, national account manager for Carlton Plants in Dayton, Ore.,
agreed. “The definition varies, but
most people looking for small trees
want something that will be 10 to 12
feet (tall and wide),” he said.
In the last 10-12 years, Bocci has
noticed the move towards small trees
all across the nation (85 percent of
Carlton’s product is shipped out of
state) but he noted that this hasn’t
affected their sales to Europe.
“They still buy big shade trees,”
he said.
Although Europeans have gardened for years on small properties,
long before it was an issue in the
US, Europeans are more likely to
resort to pollarding, a centuries-old
pruning method to control tree size
allowing placement of large trees in
small spaces.
Jonah Bowron is a nursery stock
plant buyer for Drake’s 7 Dees Nursery
in southeast Portland. Based on what
he hears from his customers, he defines
a small tree as “about eight feet tall,
maybe 10 feet.”
“Beyond that, it might as well
be large tree (because) at that eightfoot point, people start thinking it’s
getting too big (for their property)
….” he said. “We try to shoot for 12
to 15 feet and under (but) when I

Junipers
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4'-5', 5'-6', 6'-7', 7-8', 8-10'
Boxwood various sizes & varieties

Schurter
Nursery

503-932-8006green
Arborvitae–Emerald
Virescens
Boxwood
Japanese Maples
Otto Luyken
Skip Laurel
Various sizes & Varieties
503-932-8006

Picks
from the

Pros

It isn’t hard to get growers to talk about
plants. The tough part is getting them to
narrow down their list of favorites to just
a handful. Here are some of the varieties
our sources recommended:

Drake’s 7 Dees Nursery
Portland, Ore.

Gary Handy

Handy Nursery
Boring, Ore.
Sinocalycanthus
raulstonii ‘Hartlage
Wine’ (Hartlage Wine
wax shrub) — A hybrid
of native sweetshrub
and the Chinese wax
shrub. Deciduous, fastgrowing small tree or
large shrub with a semiopen habit. Use as a
stand-alone feature, as border groupings or
an understory plant. Dark wine-red flowers
are 3 to 4 inches wide, with a subtle,
spicy strawberry-cinnamon scent. Blooms
prolifically on current and previous years’
growth, in April and May. Dark green leaves
7-9 inches long are narrow and elliptic,
with a fall display of solid yellow.
Heptacodium
miconoides (sevenson flower) — Rare
deciduous Chinese
species forms an open
multi-stemmed shrub or
single leader tree with
large, glossy, dark green,
heart-shaped leaves.
Light tan bark exfoliates
in thin, curly vertical strips exposing redbrown underbark. Creamy white, fragrant
one-inch flowers display in clusters of seven
at branch ends throughout late summer
and fall. Fruit display is a persistent calyx
held upright in numerous fringed rings
of bright cherry red, considered more
spectacular than the flower. The seven-son
flower thrives in soils from dry sand to wet
clay and has no significant disease or insect
problems.
Cornus kousa
chinensis ‘Autumn
Rose’ (autumn rose
Chinese dogwood)
—Discovered by Glenda
Schmoyer, sister to
Gary and Mark Handy,
this slow-to-moderategrowing dogwood
is upright in youth,
spreading with age. Thickly-structured
branches make a dense overall look. One
of the better-contained selections, use it
where a narrower plant is needed. Blooms
open light greenish, then mature to soft
white. Unique for dogwoods, its foliage is
soft lime yellow with dark green veins and
a wavy leaf edge. Autumn display is light
and dark pink with hints of red-orange.
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Jonah Bowron

Chamaecyparis pisifera ‘Boulevard’
(boulevard false cypress)
— This tree grows to 8-10
feet tall by 4-5 feet wide. It
has silvery-blue foliage that
is soft to the touch. Its color
holds strong all winter long
and it is very easy to grow.
Juniperus communis
‘Kalebab’ (Kalebab common juniper) — If
you like conifers, you’ll love this one. It has great
yellow-greenish color in the
spring, then turns pinkishorange in the winter. On top
of that, it has great form and
is also a strong grower. It will
grow to 8 feet tall by 6 feet
wide in 10 years, maxing out
eventually at about 15 feet
tall.
Cupressus macrocarpa
‘Goldcrest’ (Goldcrest Monterey cypress) —
The foliage on this plant is
an intense bright green with
a lemon scent, which is the
main reason I love it. Protect
it from the wind, and give it
full sun. It grows to 7-10 feet
tall by 3-5 feet wide.

Dick Bocci

Carlton Plants
Dayton, Ore.
Acer rubrum Autumn Radiance® (Autumn
Radiance red maple) — The best attribute of
this Acer rubrum is its outstanding vibrant red
early fall color with Zone 4
hardiness. As a young tree,
it grows more upright but as
it matures, it rounds out to
a beautifully balanced head,
requiring very little pruning. A
Carlton Plants selection.
Malus Lancelot® ‘Lanzam’
P.P.8056 — A dwarf flowering crabapple grafted
on a 42-inch standard. This is an excellent
tree for small spaces. Quite
showy with brilliant red buds
that turn to snow-white
blooms. This tree is grown
on the virtually suckerless
SproutFree® rootstock.
Cotinus coggygria Golden
Spirit® ‘Ancot’ P.P. 13082
— Europe introduced this
exciting new golden smoke
tree. Golden Spirit® has
unique brilliant golden
summer color and shades
of coral, orange and red in
the fall.

GoldenPacificThirdVertBW - Fv2.pdf

SMALL statures
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IT’S NOT
YOUR DAD’S
COLD FRAME …

This Malus sargentii ‘Tina’ grows in a dense, dwarf form whose profuse bright red buds open to
single white flowers in spring. The tree has a distinctive form – graceful, almost weeping. In late
summer it bears small, 1/4 inch red fruit that attract wildlife.

successfully grafted plants is a challenge, no matter the level of propagation knowledge and skill.
Some growers are turning to shrubs
to produce small trees. Key players in
the 8-12 foot category are what Bowron
calls “shrub on a stick”: shrubs grafted
onto tall standards that produce small
tree-sized plants quickly.
“We bought grafted witch-hazels –
I think they were ‘Jelena’ and ‘Arnold
Promise’ – from Carlton last year,”
said Bowron. “(Witch-hazel) is a very
wide-growing shrub, so if you can
get it another four feet up in the air,
you’re going to have walking room
and planting room under the base of
it. They were extremely cool … (and)
they sold well.”
Additional grafted standards Drake’s
7 Dees carries include ‘Miss Kim’ dwarf
lilac (Syringa pubescens patula ‘Miss
Kim’), dappled willow (Salix integra ‘Hakuro Nishiki’), dwarf crabapples, and weeping Siberian peashrub
(Caragana arborescens ‘Pendula’). For
the last two years, Drake’s 7 Dees has
grouped all grafted standards together,
making it easier for their customers to
review their options.
Bocci added that grafted standards
provide increased sales opportunities
38
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the trade, particularly in Japanese
maples.”
Handy Nursery carries or is working
on dwarf forms of the following genera: maple (Acer genus, including AA.
buergeranum, circinatum, palmatum,
platanoides, pseudoplatanus, saccharum, and sieboldianum), alder (Alnus),
hornbeam (Carpinus), redbud (Cercis),
dogwood (Cornus), beech (Fagus),
gingko, sweetgum (Liquidambar),
tulip tree (Liriodendron), crabapple
(Malus), ornamental pear (Pyrus), willow (Salix), elm (Ulmus), and zelkova.
Exciting as this is, Handy revealed production challenges faced when bringing new forms to market.
“Often the very dwarf forms of a
number of genera – but particularly
Acer – are understandably slow (growing), produce limited quantities of viable growth for grafting and on some,
the branches they do produce are very
short and thin,” Handy said.
To produce market-ready product
more quickly, most dwarf forms are
grafted and not grown on their own
roots. Unless a grower has sufficient
quantities of plants mature enough to
produce scion wood – not an easy task
for some forms – it can take a number
of years to produce enough stock for
sale. Even when sufficient quantities of
scion wood are available, producing

1/14/2008
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“Retailers have a
because it offers the same plant in two
forms. For instance, Carlton Plants sells
‘Palibin’ dwarf Korean lilac (Syringa
meyeri “Palibin’) as a three- to five-foot
tall and wide shrub and as a six- to
eight-foot tall and wide grafted standard. This practice also broadens their
ability to meet their customers’ needs.
“This is what we can do for you
so you don’t have to go to 10 different
places to get these things,” Bocci said.
Carlton Plants has offered grafted
plants on three-and-a-half-foot standards for 10-15 years, but the product
line is coming on stronger as demand
increases for small space plants.
Grafted options include dwarf crabapples, dwarf lilacs, compact burning
bush (Euonymus alatus ‘Compacta’),
Hydrangea paniculata, purpleleaf
sand cherry (prunus X cistena), witchhazel (Hamamelis) and red-leaved

captive audience.

European filbert
(Corylus avellana
‘Fuscorubra’).
Rootstock
selection, particularly for suckerprone crabapples,
is key. As Bocci
put it, “the dwarfer the tree, the
more vigorous
the suckering.”
Carlton Plants
grafts crabapples
onto SproutFree,
a virtually sucker-free rootstock
they introduced
recently.
B o w r o n
attests to the claims made about
SproutFree: “We bought SproutFree

They can educate
the public about
the choices, how
to select, how to
prepare the

soil and how
to plant ….”

Dutchman
industries inc.
Interchangable
Blades

100”

crabapples from
Carlton last year
… it was amazing to go back
to that section
and see the one
variety without
SproutFree suckering heavily and
the
SproutFree
crab wasn’t.”
Carlton Plants
also offers treetrained own-root
shrubs,
experimenting with vigorBarbara Linden ous, large-growing
Landscape Designer shrubs with stout
branches.
“There is tremendous demand for Physocarpus
(opulifolius) ‘Diablo’ right now. It’s

3735 Sideline 16, Brougham, ON, Canada, L0H 1A0
Contact a representative today for more information!
T: 1 800 293 0070 / 905 683 8233
F: 905 683 8213

Innovation at its best!

Introducing Dutchman’s new
Curve Blade Tree Spade
Newly designed
Patent Pending
66”
Hydraulic

45,000 lbs
of Force

Cylinders

120”

90”

Round Frame
Measurements are approximate

Hydraulic Lock
Cold-formed Blades

For a full list of our products and details visit www.dutchmantreespade.com
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sold, which is always nice,” Bowron
said. “We carry peach trees that will
only grow six feet tall. They are great
for planting in whiskey barrels or in
the ground.
“‘Honey Babe’ is a good variety. ‘Necta-Zee’, a dwarf nectarine, is
another worth growing. There’s a little
more labor involved for the Prunus
family, but it’s extremely worth it.”
Drake’s 7 Dees also carries dwarf
apple trees. They had good success
with ‘Red Delicious’ and ‘Macintosh’
but saw unusual varieties receive a
lukewarm reception.
“There are some courageous gardeners who are willing to try the
stranger varieties,” Bowron said. “But
you’ve got to ask what gardeners are
commonly seeing, what they have
tasted and what they’d like to buy. If
you have some random variety they

don’t see in the grocery stores, they
might not be inclined to try it.”
As with any new variety on the
market, consumer education is the
key to overcoming hesitation and
boosting sales.
As with crabapples, the rootstock
used can make or break a dwarf
selection. Carlton Plants plans to offer
almost all of their cherries on dwarf
rootstock in 2009 or perhaps 2010.
“They’ll fruit the second year and
they won’t get any taller than about
12 feet,” said Bocci. “We have both
sweet and sour cherries on ‘Tabel®’
rootstock brought in by tissue culture.
I don’t think these are going to sucker,
although most cherries don’t sucker
as much … not like a crabapple or an
Amelanchier.
40
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a single stem with peeling birch-like
bark, spring flowers, fruit, and good
fall color. It will eventually grow up to
12 to 15 feet tall … it takes about three
years to get to a saleable size.”
Carlton also offers tree-trained
variegated dogwood (Cornus alba
‘Argenteo-marginata’), viburnum, and
smoke bush (Cotinus sp. and hybrids)
with plans to add ‘Summer Wine’ and
‘Center Glow’ to the line.
Rounding out this diminutive
world are dwarf fruit trees, which are
seeing a surge in popularity not only
for their size but also for their munchability; from novice to experienced,
gardeners are streaming into the edible
gardening arena.
“We’ve seen a big jump in demand
for edible plants, especially in the last
two years so we jumped on board.
The more we brought in, the more we
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Gary Handy

Cornus kousa ‘Girard’s Dwarf’ is one of many dwarf species carried at Handy Nursery Company in
Boring, Ore. This flowering dogwood produces showy blooms in late spring.

BIRINGER
NURSERY

“We put our apples on a medium standard to produce a semi-dwarf
tree… you can only go so dwarf and
then you have to stake it. If you go
below a Malling 26 (M.26) rootstock
– which will give you a 15-foot tree
– such as M.9 rootstock, you will
need to stake it so it doesn’t blow
over. We’re not growing apples on
M.9; that’s the commercial rootstock”
used for espalier crops that boost fruit
yields per acre.

Encore, encore
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One would think these dwarf
charmers would sell themselves.
As Handy pointed out, without the
expanding variety of dwarf, fastigiate or narrow, weeping trees on the
market today, small properties would
be treeless.
However, identifying additional
needs and attention grabbers, and
show how these trees meet consumer
goals, via tag information, seminars,

print and Internet media, and display
gardens, will help clinch more sales.
“People are always looking for
something new and different …. Color
is very important, not just for dwarf
plants,” said Bocci. “Color in general is
king for flowers, foliage and fall color.
Anything that is not just green with
yellow fall color will sell.”
Regional differences play a role,
especially when it comes to fall color
preferences, according to Handy.
Golden foliage plants are “not so hot
– pardon the pun – in the warmer climates or in the Rocky Mountain States
where plants often look gold anyway
due to stress.”
Regional experts, such as landscape architects and local garden personalities in print, radio and television
also influence demand. Finally, “It’s
(often) just as simple as what the
buyer sees in the local landscapes

small statures

… genus that have traditionally been
well adapted to the local soils and
conditions … will drive demand,”
Handy said.
Lastly, Handy pointed out that
dwarf plants weigh less, which makes
them cheaper to ship out of state.
According to Bocci, many new
varieties offer additional selling points:
Disease-resistance, reduced maintenance due to reduced suckering,
reduced leaf and litter drop, seedless
habit (also addresses invasive concerns), and the perfect size for container or patio planting.
Linden likes to point out trees’ habitat value and regionality. Serviceberry
(Amelanchier sp.), one of her favorite
small trees, meets these criteria.
She prefers to plant it with
native companions and not as an
isolated specimen tree, giving a
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garden a peaceful, natural feel,
while connecting to the surrounding ecosystem.
Trees also provide screening,
even in winter.
“Their bare branches stop the eye
before it gets to that bright blue house
next door,” Linden said. “It adds a little
filigree in front of it.”
“Retailers have a captive audience.
They can educate the public about the
choices, how to select, how to prepare
the soil and how to plant …. I see
more dead trees due to (poor planting)
than from disease.”
Choosing the right tree is always
important, but especially so on small
properties. People “aren’t seeing it
from a distance,” Linden said. “They’re
seeing it right up close, right outside
their window.”
Linden cautioned that failing to

provide the necessary information,
such as cold-hardiness, sets gardeners
up for frustration and failure, which
leads to the mistaken notion that they
don’t have green thumbs.
“They’ll say, ‘I’m not a gardener.’ I
try to turn that around (by relaying an
appreciation of all that trees offer),”
Linden said. “A tree is an important
influence in creating our surroundings.
It’s important in and of itself. It is an
enduring element.”
Small may be in the eye of
the beholder, but what a sight to
behold.
Lisa Albert is a freelance garden writer
based in Tualatin, Ore. Her work has
been featured in Sunset magazine.
Contact her at lja.garden@verizon.net
or visit her Web site at www.lisaalbertwriter.com.

