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appeal
These phormium
selections offer
interesting structure
and dazzling colors

curt kipp

said garden designer Linda Meyer, owner
of L. Meyer Design in Portland, Ore.
“They are an overall awesome plant.”

By Elizabeth Petersen

If you want unusual colors in wonderful
combinations, look no further than phormiums.
Examples include ‘Pink Panther’ (above) and
‘Yellow Wave’ (inset). Both are offered by
Hochstein Nursery in Cornelius, Ore.

Few would dispute the visual
appeal of New Zealand flax (Phormium
spp.). The spiky accent plants offer
plenty of pizzazz.
“Phormiums continue to be one
of my absolute favorites in my garden,”
said Fran Sharp, sales representative for
Blooming Nursery in Cornelius, Ore.
“Although the last couple of winters
have been harsh on them, there is simply no other plant that adds that sophisticated look to a garden.
“I use them in containers, both on
the patio and nestled in borders, as well
as planted in the ground as focal points.
New varieties have fantastic colors
that are easy to use with other plants.
Upright and structural, but with flair!”
“Few other plants have the architectural structure that phormiums have,”

The beginning of a craze
Wholesale nursery San Marcos
Growers in Santa Barbara, Calif. has
been a leading producer of phormium
plants since the nursery started in 1979.
“Although we grew the more common Phormium tenax and its varieties ‘Atropurpureum’ and ‘Variegatum’
right from the beginning, for us the
New Zealand flax craze started in the
mid-1980s,” general manager and coowner Randy Baldwin said. “We were
one of the first the nurseries to have
good quantities of the newer hybrids,
because in 1983, the late horticulturist
Fred Meyer arranged for the purchase
and shipment of the newest phormium
cultivars from Margaret Jones’s nursery,
New Zealand Flax Hybridisers.”
San Marcos Growers planned to
grow the plants for cut foliage, but cus-
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Phormium ‘Jester‘ is notable for the contrast
between the red at the center of the leaves and
the bright green margins. It has a tendency to
revert to pure green unless carefully maintained.
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Phormium ‘Jack Spratt’ was discovered in New
Zealand and is a short, spiky selection with
reddish-brown leaves.

tomers saw them performing so well in
the ground that they pushed the nursery to grow them for sale in containers.
By 1985, San Marcos was adding phormiums to its container production.
In addition to new hybrids from
New Zealand Flax Hybridisers, San
Marcos Growers brought in a number
of varieties from Duncan and Davies
Nursery, also in New Zealand, and
acquired propagation stock from a few
California nurseries.
Although they were initially sold
mostly to California markets, orders
started coming in from outside the normal sales areas as designers noticed
the beautiful new cultivars. “We saw
orders from areas such as the Pacific
Northwest, Chicago, Longwood Gardens
in Pennsylvania and Rockefeller Center
in New York,” Baldwin said.
Some of these plants were maintained in conservatories or used as large
(and expensive) annuals or for large
temporary displays, as was case of the
plants for the Rockefeller Center.
As popularity increased, limitations
on where phormiums should be planted
became more apparent, Baldwin said.
As a result, the market for phormiums
has taken a hit in recent years.
Many new hybrids were not as
tough as Phormium tenax, Baldwin
said, although they were being planted
out as though they were.
“Not only were plants being tried in
areas that were ultimately too cold for
them, like Seattle and Portland, but they
were also being used in mass plantings
in areas that were too hot and dry during summer months,” he said. “All one
has to do is visit New Zealand to recognize that the climate where phormiums
grow native is more like that of the San
Francisco Bay area than it is like the
inland valleys of Los Angeles.”
In western Oregon, popularity grew
because the marginally hardy plants
(hardy to 15-20°F) were overwintering
well. But three killing winters in a row
changed people’s minds.
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“I’ve essentially quit using phormiums for the time being since the
winters have been brutal on them
lately; too wet, too cold,” Meyer said.
“I love phormiums as accents, as long
as they can be sited correctly with
good drainage and protection from
the freezes.”

Phormium 'Shiraz' has thick leaves that are the color of red wine, but slightly translucent. This selection
has a distinctive, upright growth habit, reaching 30 inches in height.

Better viewed as annuals
Ron Hochstein, owner of Hochstein
Nursery in Cornelius, Ore. confirmed
that demand for phormium plants has
declined, in part due to the economic
downturn and in part due to recent
severe winters.
“Ten years ago, they did fine in our
area and we devoted fifteen houses to
them,” he said. “The super cold winter
three years ago, the snow two years
ago and the wet, cold winter last year
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took their toll. People aren’t as interested in them in our area as they were.”
Still, Hochstein supplies about 30
percent of his phormium crop to cold
parts of the country, where gardeners
appreciate them for their structure and
color as annual patio plants.
Hochstein grows 12 varieties, all of
which have distinctive appeal, including pink and white variegation. Growing
them is labor- and cost-intensive, since
dormant plants need protection in winter.
Pam Snodgrass, owner of P&D
Nursery in Tualatin, Ore. has also seen
demand for phormiums drop in the
cold Pacific Northwest, but said she
thinks there will always be demand.
“You can’t beat them for the tropical look they provide in a container,”
she said. “People just need to think of
them as annuals. They still want them,
and we will still grow them.”
Snodgrass imports about 1,000
rooted divisions from South Africa
every year. That and winter care
make the specialty plants expensive
to grow in production.
They get off to a slow start, the
plants have to be kept in heated
houses in winter, and they have to be
moved out of the houses when time
comes to start a new crop of annuals,
Snodgrass said.
Gardeners in colder zones can
either treat phormiums as annuals or
over-winter them by moving them
indoors. Smaller varieties and those
with more color are the most popular
with Snodgrass’ customers.
San Marcos Growers divides its
own large stock of plants, so the nursery maintained some exclusivity for a
few years, but other growers started
growing more phormium cultivars, and
competition increased.
Micropropagation (tissue culture)
meant that some cultivars could be
propagated in larger numbers and sold
in smaller pots, so even more nurseries
got in on the craze.
Sales and production of phormium
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Fran Sharp’s recommendations to cover the color range
available in phormiums:
'Black Rage' is bluish black on one side and silvery on the other.
'Wings of Gold' is the opposite with bright, bright gold and green variegation. It also stands
more upright than other varieties.
'Dusky Chief' is gorgeous with a subtle smoky color combined with reds and pinks that make
it a standout.
For contrast, 'Candy Stripe' is bold and "in your face" pink and green.
“The smoky colored ones look great in pots while the bold colors hold their own against other
flowering shrubs and perennials in the border.”
Blooming Nursery (www.bloomingnursery.com)

Recommendations from designer Linda Meyer:
My favorites include 'Platt's Black' for it's dark color that's hard to find in other material, and
'Flamingo' and 'Apricot Beauty'. Both have nice, bright stripes and are really showy.
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cultivars are down across the board.
“For us at least,” Baldwin said, “the fascination with these plants has peaked
and is on the wane. I believe landscape
designers in some regions have come
to realize the limitations of phormiums
and are using them less.”
Another limitation is the plant’s
tendency to revert or sport new growth
fans that are different from the parent
plant, Baldwin said.
“In rare cases the sport can be a
better plant, as was the case of the
sport of ‘Cream Delight’ that came from
Phormium cookianum ‘Tricolor,’ but in
most cases the sport is a reversion to
a plant much like the common bronze
flax and lacks good color or a variegation,” he said.
The rapid buildup of phormium
mealybug, a seemingly ever-present

pest that resists many pesticide treatments, has caused problems, too. This
pest, which inhabits the tight area
where the leaves overlap, is often
overlooked until the plants began to
decline, Baldwin said.
In addition, another similar plant
group in the genus Cordyline, also
from New Zealand, may be picking up
steam and taking away some of the
interest in phormiums.
“Many of the new, low-branching
cultivars currently on the market are
as colorful as some of the best phormium cultivars,” Baldwin said. “One
is Cordyline ‘Electric Pink’ (PP 19213),
an evergreen grass-like plant that gets
four-to-eight feet tall and wide with
bright pink leaves and white flowers
in spring.
“As yet, they have not had a pest
problem or foliage reversion issue to
deal with. They are not much hardier
than phormium, so they will still remain
primarily a coastal California plant, but
Cordyline does give designers another
choice, which will certainly cut into the
New Zealand flax market.”
Although most phormium cultivars
are grown from division, San Marcos
Growers grows one variety, Phormium
‘Dark Delight,’ from seed.
“I like to see New Zealand flax
used sparsely in the landscape, with
one cultivar spaced informally within
a contrasting groundcover or in large
pots,” Baldwin said. “This way you can
see the form of the plant, which you
lose if planted too closely.”
Baldwin cautions about planting
phormium close to a walkway.
“A flax leaf can easily trip a person
if the plant is too close to a walkway.
You step on a leaf with an outside leading foot and the inside foot gets caught
as you step forward and down you go,”
he said.
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Elizabeth Petersen writes for gardeners
and garden businesses, coaches students and writers, and tends a one-acre
garden in West Linn, Ore. She can be
reached at gardenwrite@comcast.net.
DECEMBER 2011

▲

DIGGER

25

