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 COMPANION PLANTS FOR
CAMELLIAS

- LESLIE. RIGGALL

i Kloof, Natal Sonth Afnca

Ina soclety such as ours, devoted to one genus
of plants, there is a natural tendency to forget the

- important part that other plants must play, if we .

are to derive the maximum value and enjoyment
from our camiellias. The following notes on com-
panion plants. for camelhas may help to restore
the balance. =

. The first group of plants to Whlch I shall refer

will surprise most people, as they are seldom
cultivated or even encouraged deliberately in
gardens, They are the mosses, which create
+ ‘exquisitely beautiful compositions as they clothe
- shady paths, ‘banks, stone walls, old rocks, trees

o and even bare s011 with mantles of velvet in

various shades of green.
One of the most important pr1nc1p1es of good

gardenlng is to follow Nature and to use natural

- effects ‘whenever possible, Camellias grow
‘naturally in the moist regions of Asia such as
" Japan, which has a constant and ample rainfall
which causes -moss to grow almost everywhere.
Thus camellias and mosses are natural compan-
ions and 'should be grown together.

If there is shade and moisture, whlch can be

prov1ded by . 1rr1gat10n in dry climates, it is
surprising how quickly small p1eces of ‘planted

moss will cover an area where moss is desired. If,

. grass competes with the moss while you are trying

to establish it, a grass and weed-killer such as

. Dalapon will kill the grass without damaglng the
“moss. And if you have established an environ-
‘ment in which mosses are thriving you can be

. fairly sure that your camellias will be happy.-
~ Even a container-grown camellia will look more

attractive if moss covers the soil. Moss covered
stones and logs can be found in any forest or
woodland, and provide ready-made ornaments
‘ 'for the garden at no cost.

"I have en_]oyed looking at camelllas in many‘.

countries of the world, but the one which remains
most vivid in my memory was a camellia I saw in
~ Kokedera, the Moss Garden at the Saihoji
o Temple in Kyoto. I will' quote the description I
wrote in the: Royal Horticultural Society’s Year
Book in 1965. “This large ‘strolling garden™ is

entirely covered with more than a hundred.
species of soft beautiful moss. I was fascinated by

one scene, where a tall camellia tree with a bare
trunk had shed hundreds of single scatlet flowers
with golden stamens, which were lying on the
carpet of rich green moss around the tree.”
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1 have referred to shady conditions for growing_

-moss, and this leads to the question of trees as. ‘
companions for' camellias. The choice of trees -
_depends upon the climate.’ As an extreme
example, on the West coast of Scotland, the mild . -

cool weather is so wet and cloudy that there is

‘insufficient sunlight to induce japonica camellias

to flower, and only Williamsii hybrids (C. jap- -
onica X C. saluenensis) will flower in those con- -
ditions. Here obviously it would be a mistake to -
plant any trees for. shade. But in the average
British  climate trees are necessary to reduce
damage to the flowers by frost. In the hotter
countries of Europe and in America, Africa and
Australia, trees may be necessary to protect the -
flowers from hot sun or drying winds. In the

milder and wetter regions of New Zealand and in =

my garden in Natal, South Africa, C. reticulata
and its hybrids succeed_without sh‘ade and will
actually flower better in the open, although the.
sun may fade the flowets too qulckly But, gen-

- erally speaking, camellias require trees among
‘them for one reason or another. Quite certamly
-they look more attractive among trees, and for

artistic effect should: never be grown without

. them

Commg to the questlon of which trees to
choose, we must first consider whether deciduous
or evergreen trees are best. This again depends

“on the climate and this can be illustrated best by
discussing the problem as it relates to South
"Africa. In the Cape the winter is mild and wet

and the summer is hot and dry. For this climate
deciduous trees are best, as they allow more light
and air circulation in winter, and provide
essential shade in summer. But in Natal and the
Transvaal the climate is the reverse, the winter is
very dry and sunny and there is plenty of rain in

- summer. Therefore we must use evergreen trees

to provide shade in winter. Nature is helpful in

this respect in subtropical climates such as Natal,
‘because the natural forest is evergreen.

- Pine trees are often used in America but unless

the climate is moist I do not -favour them, -
- because they create a rather dry environment. -

The only conifers I would recommend, purely for
aesthetic effect, would be smaller plants prefer-

ably columnar or narrowly conical, with yellow, )

golden, blue or grey foliage to contrast with the -
camellias. Deciduous or evergreen oaks are much -

better than pines and the annual fall of oak



leaves provides all the nutriment and humus that
camellias require. If you have only pines or other
unsuitable trees on your land, take out every
other tree and plant fast-growing oaks in their
place.

In choosing evergreen trees care must be taken
to avoid trees that cast too heavy a shade, which
is not infrequently the case with evergreens, as
the camellias may not flower. If such trees are
already established they must be thinned out so
as to allow air and 50% of the light to reach the
camellias.

Before any trees are used their effect on the
camellias must be assessed very carefully. For
example, in the northern hemisphere beech and
lime are impossible, not even weeds will grow
under them, because of dense shade and greedy

roots. In the southern hemisphere acacia and.

eucalyptus are dangerous because of roots and
suckers and thousands of seedlings, although
there are a few exceptions in these two genera. In
Portugal some neglected gardens were completely
* taken over by Acacia melanoxylon, and 1 feared
this species until I learned that rhododendrons
are grown under these trees in the Dandenong
hills of Australia. I tried camellias under them
and they thrived, perhaps because of tannin
which they may have derived from the acacias. It
is indeed fortunate that among the eucalypts the
most spectacular, FEucalyptus ficifolia, happens
to be a tree which can be associated with
camellias because it has very deep roots. Small
plants will grow up to the trunk of this species
and I grew it with camellias in Portugal. I have
quoted these exceptions to emphasize the point
that the choice of trees for camellias must involve
careful investigation, bearing in mind that
camellia blooms need protection from frost, wind
and sun.

To sum up this important question, one needs
trees which have deep roots, and which cast a
light, dappled shade amounting to around 50%.
Trees with ferny foliage often provide this and
look very beautiful. Examples which are fast
growing in climates favourable to camellias are
Melia azedarach, Rhus succedeana, {which
provides brilliant autumn colour), Tipuana tipu,
Carya ilinoiensis (which provides delicious nuts)
and Jacaranda mimosifolia, which is
undoubtedly one of the most beautiful trees in
the world.

Ground covers are most important as they save
labour as well as beautify the garden. Apart from
organic mulch under each camellia, all the soil
should be covered with plants, both for the
aesthetic effect and to provide a more natural en-
vironment for the camellias. Ground covers keep
the soil cool and damp, prevent erosion, suppress

weeds, and provide variety and contrast in a
camellia garden,

For me the most beautiful ground cover in
shade or half-shade is a Mexican plant which is
seldom used, Schizocentron elegans, also known
as Heeria elegans and Heterocentron elegans. In
South Africa another Mexican plant, Hetero-
centron roseum (syn. Heeria rosea) has been
confused with this, but is much inferior to the
plant I am recommending. Schizocentron
elegans is a completely prostrate mat-forming
plant with beautiful cyclamen-coloured flowers,
and its exquisite foliage creates a perfect carpet
all through the year. It will also creep over rocks
or the base of a tree and it tolerates up to S
degrees (centigrade) of frost.

For quick results the ivies are good. In cold
climates Hedera colchica ‘Variegeta’ will cover
the ground with colourful leaves which contrast
well with the dark green foliage of camellias. In
milder climates Hedera canariensis 'Variegata’
produces a similar effect, but the colour is paler.
Less vigorous and with smaller leaves is the
strikingly variegated form of Hedera helix known
as 'Jubilee’, or ‘Goldheart’. It has dark green
leaves with a golden central blotch, and unlike
most variegated plants, the colour is good or even
better in shade. This is also true of the variety
‘Buttercup’, and both are very ornamental grown
on a tree stump or wall. Another aftractive
ground cover is periwinkle in various forms.
Vinca major ‘Elegantissima’ (syn. V. major
‘Variegata’) is one of the best. The dark green
leaves are splashed with creamy-yellow, and the
large flowers are lavender blue. Vincas will grow

-anywhere and in any soil.

As beautiful as the mosses, and a visual link
between them and the ferns, are the selaginellas.
They spread rapidly in moist shady situations,
but are never a nuisance as they can be removed
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eaélly M‘any‘ o'f' the smaller ferns providé beauti- i |

ful ground cover, and they too will spread rapidly
if the conditions are right for camellias. If
‘maidenhair ferns are not growing naturally they
~ should be introduced, because the delicate light
green fronds provide a perfect contrast with the
dark leathery leaves of the camellias. Here I
would like to emphasize that all the ferns, large
and small; are appropriate - companions for
camellias, because like the mosses they are
always found with them in theu- natural
environment.

Cyclamen hederlfoltum better known as C.

neapolitanum, is a very pretty plant for difficult
situation, It is useful in"the heavy shade right
under the trees where other ground covers would
fail, and will thrive in the dry soil between their
surface roots, It will also grow under pines and in
_any soil. Related to cyclamen are the primulas.
Primula japonica is a natural Japanese associate
of camellias, and spreads thickly by seeding.
Saxifraga stolom'fera (syn. §. sarmentosa) also
from Japan, is a carpeter w1th leaves variegated
white and pink.

Wild strawberries spread rapldly and provide
delicious fruit, and alpine strawberries can be

" used also. Lysimachia nummularia covers bare:

soil. quickly ;and has yellow flowers. Chloro-
phytum comosum ‘Variegatum’ is a. beautiful
and rapid ground cover which tolerates a little
frost. Ajuga reptans in various colour forms
‘covers the ground quickly if there is enough

moisture. Hypericum calycinum, with large.

golden yellow flowers, and various tradescantias
provide quick cover, but the latter may be
difficult to control. A full list would be too long,
but suitable ground covers are available in every
locality.

_ Rhododendrons, which are descended from
camellias, are the plants most frequently grown
with them. They are a good choice because they
flower after the camellias have finished
blooming. Of the thousands available only a few
can be mentioned. Among the species within the
Azalea series the best would be the parents of the

Kurume azaleas, .Rhodondendron kiusianum, R.

obtusum and R. kaempferi. For a really showy
effect one can use the Kurume azaleas. These
evergreen plants are compact, so can be planted
in front of camellias. A low-growing species
which can be-used in front is the creeping,
scarlet-flowered. R. nakaharai, and if ‘a taller
evergreen is required with brilliant scarlet
flowers, .R. scabrum grows up to 6 feet (2
metres).

“For a really 1ntr1gu1ng contrast with camellias,
and indeed with all other rhododendrons, choose
R. linearifolium. This is cultivated in Japan for
its delicate beauty but it is not known in the wild.
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In my English garden’ the la“rge-leafed
rhododendrons contrasted well with camellias.

Mostly the flowers are soft pinks or creamy °

yellows, and the backs of the leaves are often
silver, or covered with velvety indumentum in
many shades of colour ranging from pale fawn to
brilliant cinnamon. R. sinogrande has pale

yellow flowers and enormous leaves up to 3 feet (1

metre) long,. and 12 inches (30 centimetres)

broad, and the plant grows to 30 feet (10 metres)

high.

Another genus of which the most species, and .
certainly the best ones, come from the Orient is
the Magnolia. These are very ancient plants from
which camellias are descended. They are easy to
grow and free from fungus diseases. Magnolias
are truly noble plants with magnificent fragrant -
flowers ranging from white to deep purple, and
they lend distinction to any. garden. They are
natural companions for camellias, and as they
like sunshine they can be used for providing
shade which is not too dense, where camellias
require this in summer. Beautiful deciduous
species for this purpose include Magrolia

- campbellii, M. dawsoniana, M. denudata (syn.

M. conspicua), M. kobus, M. mollicomata, M.
obovata, M. salicifolia, M. sprengeri, and
hybrids such as M. ‘Veitchii’ and M. ‘Iolanthe’.
The lovely but rather bushy hybrids in the
Soulangeana group are not suitable for providing
overhead shade, but the best. varieties are well
worth some space in any camellia garden.

' As a final guiding principle for those who wish
to obtain the most aesthetic effect from
camellias, we must return to Nature. The
camellia is a plant of the forest, and in gardens
all plants of the forest will contribute to the
creation of a natural environment which will

improve the health of our camelhas and enhance :
‘ thelr beauty.




