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How NOT to Plant Rhododendrons
Those of you who know me will probably guess from
the title of this piece that it’s going to be another story
wrought from my own personal experience. It’s true.
I am writing to share my frustration over the way my
new garden was planted thirty years ago and the way
some gardens are still being installed today*. If only
the previous owner realized the problems he was
creating when he planted a half dozen rhodos and
other shrubs in the most cruel way imaginable . . .
Notch Hill is not the most hospitable environment for
rhododendrons in the first place – with rocky, fast
draining and infertile (likely alkaline) soil, very dry
summers and frequent fierce winds – you don’t need
to be a plant scientist to know rhodos wouldn’t grow
here by choice. To his credit, the original gardener
did choose a beautiful location in dappled shade with
some protection from the wind. But you won’t believe
what he did next.
This is a reconstruction – forensic gardening if you
will – but I think I’ve figured out the procedure that
erstwhile gardener followed: First, he put sheets of
heavy black plastic over the whole garden area.
Next, he brought in yards and yards of ‘soil’ and
spread it to a depth of about 14 inches to cover the
plastic. Then he placed the rhodos on top of the soil
and filled more soil in around their roots so that they
formed small hills above the surrounding grade. Next
he laid down another layer of plastic, ensuring that it
was tucked tight around the trunks of the shrubs.
Finally, he dumped river rock over all to a depth of
about 6 inches. Presto! He had a neat, tidy garden
dotted with a variety of rhodos and other shrubs that
looked wonderful for all of . . . maybe 3 months.
Even before 3 months passed, leaves falling from the
surrounding trees would have begun to settle in
among the river rock. The indigenous arbutus trees
are famous for dropping not only leaves but also bark
and berries throughout the year. Evergreens such as
fir shed needles and cones continuously while
deciduous trees like Garry Oak and big-leaf maple
drop leaves, flowers, etc. on a cyclical basis. A
garden covered in rock starts out looking great but
almost inevitably becomes a maintenance nightmare
because it’s so difficult to dislodge plant debris from
amongst rocks.
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Fast forward 30 years and a new gardener (me)
appeared on the scene. It was immediately obvious
that the rhododendrons were in distress while
drought- and deer-tolerant plants like Shasta daisies,
rose campion, foxgloves and feverfew flourished all
around. There was no indication at first that the
garden was covered in anything but compost so I
blamed the rhodos’ problems on a lack of water and
nutrients. It wasn’t until I tried to transplant the
smallest rhodo that the whole ugly situation revealed
itself. The compost covering the garden was the
accumulation of 30 years’ worth of leaf and litter – the
sort of material that would have made a perfect
mulch right from the start.
When I started pulling away the rocks from around
the trunk of the smallest rhodo, I couldn’t help but
break roots that had amazingly found their way above
the top layer of plastic into the rich compost between
the rocks. As it turned out, only 2 rhodos survived
the garden overhaul. The others were experiencing a
slow death as it was and they couldn’t handle the
loss of their above-plastic roots. (On the bright side I
guess, none of the rhodos was especially beautiful.)
*Deja vu, November 2006
Neighbours who live most of the year in Alberta
returned in October to tidy up their place before
departing again in December. A couple of weeks ago
I went to retrieve our dog from their yard and
discovered them covering their entry garden with
huge salvaged plastic bags on top of which they were
pouring a generous layer of gravel. I had to be polite.
“Well, you sure are busy . . .” “Yes,” they agreed,
“The soil we brought in last year was full of weeds.”
(Never mind that there is a weedy field growing next
to their yard.) “You must have an underground
watering system”, I said. ‘’No, why do you ask?” they
replied. “Well, duh,” I would have loved to snap,
fresh from my own garden horror, “How on earth do
you expect the poor plants to ever get any moisture?”
But of course I did not say that, just commented that
water is scarce at the best of times, especially for
plants growing under the overhang of a house, under
plastic. As I left with my dog, I noticed that they had
begun pulling the plastic back a few inches away
from the plants’ trunks.
Wouldn’t it be interesting to see how those plants
look 30 years from now?
Margot Moser

My Favorite Plant Today . . . is one
of the most beautiful trees I have ever seen. Acer
griseum is a slow growing, deciduous tree that has
the most incredible red and orange autumn foliage
colours. When the leaves were finally knocked down
by that terrible mid-November storm, my attention
was turned toward the craggy look that the branches
have and, best of all, its red-brown peeling bark. The
bark lasts all winter and will draw even your nongardening friends.
The leaf of the Paperbark maple is not the palmate
leaf that most of us picture on a maple tree. It
consists of three 3-6” leaflets, each coarsely toothed,
developing a dark green colour by summer. It is late
to leaf out in the spring, with the buds usually starting
to swell around the end of April and is one of the last
trees to turn colour in the autumn. The very small,
yellowish-green flowers appear in clusters in early
spring, and its seed is a two-winged samara – the
name for those cute little whirlie-copters that all
maples have. The tree has a lovely rounded crown
and matures at about 30 feet tall and 20 feet wide.
This is definitely a tree that you want to prune as little
as possible, allowing its natural form to develop.
Acer griseum is very easy to grow. It prefers moist,
well-drained soil in full sun or part shade, however it
does colour best in full sun. It is not tolerant of
drought, so may need supplemental watering if the
summer is dry. It has no serious disease or pests, so
the only care it requires is a little compost in the
spring. If I could, I would love to have a very long,
straight driveway with Acer griseum lining one side of
it – what a stunning sight that would be. Diane Allison

Use IPM to Tackle
Even the Worst Weeds
Integrated Pest Management provides
gardeners with a logical strategy to
deal with many different garden pests.
Once a problem is identified, our goal
is to combat it with the least-toxic
method available. Though plant
diseases and insect invasions are more
serious threats to a beautiful,
healthy garden, weed pests can be
equally difficult to control.
You may be surprised to find that some
of the most intimidating weeds that
home gardeners have to contend with –
quack grass, horsetail, morning glory,
Canada thistle and Japanese knotweed,
for example – may be dealt with
successfully without resorting to
chemical pesticides. This is
especially important when such weeds
are growing in and among ornamental
shrubs.
Anyone trying to eliminate these
particular weeds will quickly realize
that they grow from an extensive
network of underground stems called
rhizomes.
To knock back the infestation, first
dig up as many of the tangled rhizomes
as practical, keeping in mind however
that even small bits left in the
ground will regenerate.
More important is a commitment to
consistently pull or break off all
leaves and stems as soon as they
appear above ground. Like all plants,
weeds need sunlight to thrive so
depriving them of light will
eventually weaken and hopefully kill
them.
This is not a 'quick fix' for the most
tenacious of weeds but over time, be
assured, it does work.
MM

Just a reminder that our
December 6th meeting not
only features our AGM, but
also our Christmas Pot Luck
Social. Don't forget to bring
your favourite goodies to
share with the other
members! Finger foods are
best, and kitchen facilities are
limited, but no matter what, it
all seems to disappear! The
usual coffee, tea and juice will
be provided. For those who
would like to drink something
more special, please feel free
to bring it along.

BRAGS’ Year
at a Glance

December 1, 2006
Elections and Potluck Christmas party
January 3, 2007
Azuko Inoue
Small Space Gardens
February 7, 2007
Les Clay
Species Rhododendrons
March 7, 2007
Sharon Hanna
Starting Plants from Seed
April 4, 2007
Dave Hutch
Native plants for the Home Garden
April 22, 2007
BRAGS Plant Sale
May 2, 2007
June 6, 2007
Meetings: 7:00 pm
Burnaby Village Museum (Discovery
Room) 6501 Deer Lake Avenue

*******************

Message from the
President
As another year draws to a close, I
would like to recognize and
formally thank all the volunteers
that make BRAGS so special.
Nope, you won't find any individual
names here, just an overall huge
‘Thanks’ to everyone who made a
difference to the Club. Did you fill
an executive position, step in and
volunteer on one of the numerous
committees such as the
Refreshment Committee, the
Welcome Desk, the Plant Sale, the
RhodoFest, the Garden Contest,
the Garden Tour, the Shadbolt
Reception, the BRAGS picnic? Did
you attend our meetings, and
participate. Did you give someone
a ride to a meeting? Did you
play an active part in determining
our Gifts to the Community? Did
you make some new friends and
perhaps make someone else's life
a little brighter? As the end of a
year approaches, this means
another new year begins and, of
course, the opportunity to start all
over again! If you can join a
committee and take a chance at
being in charge of something, Go
For It! If you are shy, grab a friend
and co-chair or co-host something
with your friend. (After all, there is
always safety in numbers!). If this
is your year to 'sit it out', so be it,
but volunteering is an easy 'feel
good' tonic.
And the most important thing of all,
- belonging to a club like ours
should mean having some fun, and
enjoying the friendship of others. I
hope you have achieved this
during 2006!
Cheryl Fiddis
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