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A scene across the lawn to "The Quarters" at the 
University of Virginia's Blandy Experimental Farm. 
A few of the specimen evergreens in the Orland E. 

White Research Arboretum, may, be seen in the up
per left - some of them partially hiding the west 
wing of the Quarters. It is here at Blandy's Orland 
E. White Research Arboretum, and its administra
tion building "The Quarters," where the American 
Boxwood Society has its home and headquarters. 
There are nUI'r!erous specimen plants and plantings 
of Buxus around and near the administration build
ing, as well as at other points through the Arbore
tum. Photograph by Ralph Thompson, Charlottes
ville, Va. 
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THE CULTURE OF BOXWOOD IN AN OLD VIRGINIA GARDEN 
By CAPT. REGINALD J. VICKERS, M.C. 

In memory of HELEN BAIRD VICKERS 
of "Gordon's Dale," The Plains, Fauquier 
County, Virginia. 1919-1956. 

Foreword 

The author of these notes is an amateur arbor
culturist. The contained advice, based solely on ex
perience, 1s offered to fellow amateurs-not to mem
bers of the profession. 

We, Mrs. Helen Baird Vickers and myself, lived 
together at Gordon's Dale for some 36 years. The 
south, walled ext'ension end of the garden was creat
ed by Helen Vickers and her friend-the well known 
landscape artist, Miss Rose Greely of Washington, 
D. C. The north end of the garden contains princi
pally old, original box plantings-some 150 years 
old, and the original log cabin of the Reverend John 
Scott. 

Whenever we sought advice, most of the viewers 
seemed a little awed-size and age-by what they 
found. Perhaps on account of lack of experience with 
similar box gardens-they were ultra reserved in 
offering suggestions. 

After a period of hesitation, due to the above, we 
realized that we had to assume the responsibility for 
doing something for our box-on a conservative 
basis of trial, hoping error would not creep in. 

The notes which follow constitute the pro
gramme, which Helen and I finally worked out. I 
should like to feel that in offering them, readers will 
not gain the impression that we think tlie box at 
Gordon's Dale cannot be duplicated elsewhere
Virginia has many unique box gardens. 

It may well be that readers, in making compari
sons with box authorities, will find a considerable 
amount of repetitive suggestions throughout the 
context. We hope that this may prove so; as it 
would tend to confirm our findings, and eliminate 
doubt. 

CHAPTER I 

APPRECIATION OF BOX 

We meet a few people who tell us they do not 
like box - this, of courS2, is everyone's privilege. 
However, their dislike of it always makes us wonder 
as to just what they do like? 

When discussing box, only yew deserves to be 
spoken of in the same breath. The age which both 
attain and their year 'round beauty, gives them a 
character and an indefinable quality of magnificence 
which nothing else approaches. 

An old plantation of box talks to you of early 
times and historical events-so many of them wit
nessed in their youth. One sees the people who plant
ed them. Walking through an old hedge of suffruti-
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cosa, one senses that the headlined news of the day 
will soon be forgotten and lose much of its import
ance; that it requires time to acquire stability
bring order and peace out of chaos. 

One does not own box. One is merely privileged, 
for a time, to try and take care of it-then pass the 
work along to others. Perhaps it is this permanence 
of box which makes some of us really appreciat,e it. 

CHAPTER II 

VARIETIES OF BOX 

Most box trees and shrubs in cultivation belong 
to the species Buxus sempervirens L., which is na
tive to southern Europe, North Africa, and the Or
ient. Two botanical varieties are distinguished: the 
tree box, often called American Box (B. semper
virens var. arborescens L.) ; and the dwarf or English 
Box (B. sempervirens var. suffruticosa L.) Several 
horticultural varieties, especially of the tree box, 
have been distinguished in the-nursery trade. The 
Japanese Box (B. microphylla Sieb, and Zucco var 
japonica Rehd. and Wils.) and Korean Box (B. mi
crophylla var. koreana Kakai) are also cultivated. 
(Quoted) 

BUXUS 
Buxus sempervirens L. Evergreen Box. (Fam. 

Buxaceae.) This evergreen shrub is too well known 
to require description. Though much cultivation in 
this country as an ornamental plant, it is a native of 
Europe and western Asia. The wood is, considered 
diaphoretic in its native countries, and is used in 
decoction for rheumatism, secondary syphilis etc. 
The leaves, which have a peculiar odor and a bitter 
disagreeable taste, are said to be purgative in the 
dose of a drachm. A volatile oil distilled from the 
wood has been given in epilepsy. A tincture former
ly enjoyed some reputation as an anti-periodic (Ma
rat and DeLens). The alkaloid buxine, which has 
been discovered ~n the leaves of this tree, is identical 
with the bebeerine of N ectandra,l bark. Pavia obtain
ed a second alkaloid, which was investigated by pa
vesi and Rotondi (Jahres-berichte, 1874, 903). They 
named it para-buxine and ascribe to it the formula 
C2-H48-N2-0. Barbaglia (A.J.P., 1885, 145) describ
ed still another alkaloid, parabuxinidine. It crystal
lizes in thin, colorless prisms, is insoluble in water, 
soluble in ether, freely soluble in alcohol, and colors 
turmeric paper deep red. (Quoted) 

During World War I, I received a letter from my 
brother-in-law, Mr. Kilby Pears of Brighton, Eng
land, who owned a large drug manufacturing busi
ness there. He told me that the anthelmintic san
tonin was getting scarce and wondered if an alkaloid 
with anthelmintic properties might be found in box. 
His reason for suggesting the possibility was on ac
count of a general practice among horse cab drivers, 
who fed box leaves to their horses for their anthel
mintic property. He suggested that I should make 
up a tincture and try it out-I had previously told 
him that there was a considerable amount of box in 



the vicinity of our divisiona l line in Belgium. I de
cided not to experiment with the horses on active 
service at the front in my care. Box contains resi
nous and highly inflammable substances-it is al
most explosive. 

The danger of fire is very great, even with live 
box, and one should never forget this when disposing 
of cigarettes or matches-in the garden. Rest assur
ed that if fire ever broke out in your box garden
due to such carelessness-it would be ashes before 
any fire fighting equipment could arrive! 

TRUE DWARF BOX 

In England, when the formal flower beds are laid 
out in the spring, one frequently sees them bordered 
with very young rooted box-about four inches high 
-I do not know what size this box matures to, after 
the beds are emptied. I have often seen used for bor
ders in ~erennial gardens a type of true dwarf box 
about six inches high, which - so far as 1 ever 
learned - never grows any larger. 

It should be noticed that sempervirens develops 
seed which germinates. Suffruticosa-in our garden 
--does not develop seed. 

CHAPTER III 

SUITABLE LOCATIONS FOR BOX 

Box seems to like the heavier soils , but it does 
well in lighter ground if it is given a de0ent plant
ing; one simply adds a good supply of humus where 
this is lacking. 

It may well be your surroundings offers a home 
for both suffruticosa and sempervirens; the point to 
remember is the mature size of ·each, and avoid 
planting where there is not room for either of them 
to develop. If one makes this error, one must correct 
it annually by clipping and this, we think, destroys 
the beauty of box. 

If you wish to edge a formal garden, use suffruti
cosa and control it by clipping. 1f you want a wind 
break or screen, use sempervirens. Some people like 
a living wall in their garden and sempervirens fits 
this purpose. When used for this objective one is 
justified in using the clippers to create and maintain 
the effect. Do not place a foundation planting of box 
too close to the building; leave plenty of space be
tween them, and use suffruticosa. Foundation plant
ings--due to building protection, need watching for 
their water requirements. 

Box does well under tree shade where it is pro
tected from Summer heat and winter sun scald. 
There is, of course, some danger of tree root invasion 
of the box planting, if large trees grow nearby. 

GORDON'S DALE 

The tall Box near the house, and the Box hedge bordering the house lawn, may be noted. 
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A GARDEN VIEW 

Generally speaking the landscape architect, we 
think, errs in stressing formal effect, whilst the ama
teurs, seeking to express their personalities, overdo 
the informal. We believe one's endeavour should be 
directed, not to creating the garden of one's dream, 
but to confine one's self to trying to work with the 
natural setting and environment of your actual gar
den. Utilize the indigenous growth that can and does 
thrive where YOU LIVE. By doing this , your work 
will blend in with the natural scenery which exists 
in the area. 

One cannot improve on nature, and, if one per
sists in trying to do so, one simply ends up with an 
artificial oasis. 

CHAPTER IV 

TRANSPLANTING 

We prefer to do transplanting work either be
tween freezing weather and spring or in early fall
for preference fall. Transplanting creates a certain 
amount of shock and disruption of the bush's feeding 
and absorption ability, creating-at least tempor
arily-a weakened condition. Weather conditions 
are unpredictable following spring planting; you 
may have a dry spell, but you are certain, in the 
near future , to run into a hot season. For these rea
sons, we personally feel that early fall is a safer bet. 

We plan to have the receiving ground ready be
fore lifting the box. 
Preparation of ground : If we are going to put in a 
hedge, we dig a trench about three feet wide, two 
feet deep and loosen up ground below. Discard any 
undesirable soil, replace with good humus, mixed 
with perhaps 25 70 of old manure. Sprinkle the 
trench lightly with bone meal and fill up to where 
you think your box will set. We then give it a good 
tramping to reduce the amount of settling after 
bushes have been planted. This is important, be
cause if not done the weight of the bushes will settle 
them below their previous planting level, which due 
to the superficial root system of box proves fatal to 
them-they smother and die. If you are planting in
dividual bushes, prepare ground as for a hedge, 
digging a circular hole at least twice as large as the 
root ball. The idea is to loosen up the nearby ground 
to make it receptive for water. 
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Setting out bushes: One, of course, protects the 
plants from exposure during this operation with 
damp bags , etc. In the case of laying out a hedge , 
four feet from center to center of plants is close 
enough and about right. It may look a bit 'spotty ' 
at first , but any closer planting will fail to give them 
room to develop and later you will have to take up 
every other bush to create enough growth room. 

N ow make sure the bottom of the trench or hole 
is well settled, correct the depth to suit the bush
either deeper or shallower, so that when the job is 
done, your bush will neither he too deep or too high 
out of the ground. During the process of filling in , 
ram the packing earth under and around your ball 
to exclude air pockets and finish with all the gentle 
soaking it will take up. Finally , a couple of inches 
of mulch will go a long way to retain moisture. Do 
not use peat-it is acid-and box prefer lime. 
Transportation: For moving box bushes which are 
quite heavy, we use a piece of sheet roofing-about 
3 x 4 feet, reinforced along one end with a light steel 
bar, with a couple of hooks for attaching a rope. This 
saves a lot of lifting and a man can slide them over 
the grass wherever needed. 

When you are preparing the ground to receive 
box of a certain size, explore the soil with a crow 
bar, well below the depth neeqed to take care of 
your young bushes at planting time. Make sure it 
is free of rock to a sufficient depth to accomodate 
the bush when it matures. Failure to remove rock, 
etc., if it exists, will show up in the future growth of 
the bush. It will fail to gain in size with its compan
ions, and when heat or drought arrives it will be 
the first to need water. Sometimes this inhibited 
growth of individual bushes may be due to injury 

(Continued on Next Page ) 

A YOUNG BOX WALK - 1930 

The young Box hedge shown here has now grown 
to the point where it is necessary to clip inside. Note 
that the plants were placed too near each other 
(every other one has had to be removed ), and that 
there was insufficient width allowed between the 
hedges to maintain, later, the desired five foot wa.lk
way. The parallel perennial borders depicted have 
since been removed; with apple trees having been 
planted on either side for landscaping and shade. By 
1957 the hedges bordering the walk measured five 
feet in width and four feet in height. 



of the root ball before planting, or perhaps to the 
presence of air pockets following failure to pack the 
soil around the ball when planting. 

BOX TRANSPLANTING CARRYING SLIDE 

We devised this to save labor. If you have ever 
tried lifting box, we believe you will agree that the 
slide serves a very useful purpose. 
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BOX TRANSPLANTING CARRYING SLIDE 

PLANTING A SUFFRUTICOSA BOXWALK 

First, make sure you have the necessary area to 
accommodate your work-when the planting ma
tures; failing this, we suggest you curtail your ambi
tion and settle for a single hedge. 

Depending upon location and soil, one should 
visualize a mature box growth about nine feet in 
height and seven feet in width. 

Do not deceive yourself by thinking that on ac
count of the comparatively slow growth of box YOU 
will not gain from the work which is done. Great 
satisfaction is enjoyed, watching the growth and 
development of one's original idea; and the planting 
of something which one realizes will be valued by 
future generations, returns a dividend never receiv
ed from planting annuals! 

To allow correctly for the natural development 
of a double Box hedge, with a two-person walk 
through, the bushes should be spaced four feet apart, 
center to center in the row, and twelve feet should 
be allowed between the hedges. 

When such an embryonic hedge is laid out, it will 
look somewhat 'spotty', due to spacing between the 
bushes and width between hedges. This can be mini
mized, by planting the bushes in the row 2' 3" center 
to center, with the fore knowledge that as they de
velop, say in 10 to 15 years, you will HAVE to take 
up every other bush, in order to provide room for 
the remaining bushes to mature. 

Should you fail to save sufficient room between 
the bushes in the row, a considerable amount of the 
central growth of the individual bushes will fail to 
penetrate to the periphery due to lateral compaction. 
The central growth will then develop a typical 'cork
screw' growth, which will gradually subside within 
the bush and die. Box will not thrive unless air and 
light can reach into the bush; further, unless the de
bris is removed, aerial rooting will take place. 

Should you be willing to keep the walk side of 
your hedge clipped, the width between the two 
hedges, when planting, could be reduced to nine or 
ten feet. 

CHAPTER V 

FERTILIZATION 

In the past we have read so much about the dan
ger of fertilizers on box, that we have concluded we 
have been starving ours. We do not wish to convey 
the idea that we believe we are the only folks who 
own a box garden-but we have realized that in its 
care, it has not been easy to find anyone experienced 
with box in size and quality. What little knowledge 
we have accumulated has had to come via the error 
and success route. For this veason perhaps we have 
tended to be ultra conservative. However, since we 
have no professional knowledge or experience this 
may have been a good fault. 

Box is not the slow developer that some people 
label it with being. Given the right care, and favour
able seasons, we think one is justified in saying that 
it is a vigorous grower. 

If one thinks over this business of fertilizing box, 
which perhaps has grown in the same spot for 10 or 
20 up to 150 years, one can only come to the con
clusion that unless one does feed it, one will inhibit 
its growth and vigor. We firmly believe that if a 
large flock of starlings had not made our semper
virens hedge their annual nesting spot it would not 
be there today. They have done what we have been 
afraid to do-fertilize it. 

Years ago, we tried everything we knew to dis
lodge the starlings-unsuccessfully, but we have 
grown to believe that it was fortunate we failed; we 
welcome them now every spring. 

We like compost, but it is hard to find. Many 
years ago the previous owners had kept pigeons 
and had overlooked cleaning out the hay loft where 
they lived. It contained a solid two feet of dried 
manure. We put this on the box in a reasonable 
amount and it put a bloom on the foliage. Later, we 
were able to run down a splendid lot of completely 
rotted manure on an abandoned farm-this, too, 
gave good results. However such finds do not seem 
to recur. 
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We hav,e not been too regular with our fertilizing 
programme, but since farming has become less pro
fitable, we find ourselves putting the garden on' at 
least an equal footing with the farm. This year we 
have just put 800 pounds of equal parts of bone meal 
and cottonseed meal on our old box-giving it a 
nice covering. We are thinking now of going over it 
a bit later, about the middle of March-and using 
some superphosphate. So far, our younger box which 
is 25 to 30 years old, does not show the need for it. 
These hedges, however, are in good soil-good 'new 
land', as it is referred to here in Virginia. 

Being amateurs, we can not and do not offer you 
any horticultural reason why we do what we do!!! 
An expert would possibly say some of it is unusual 
to say the least. 

To sum up-we like good rich humus, and really 
rotted down manure; bone and cottonseed meal used 
with discretion, and we are less suve about super
phosphate. 

In the matter of lime-we are for it-unhesitat
ingly. I was born near the south Downs in England. 
The Downs, north and south, are two ranges of hills 
which consist of solid chalk. One hill in the range is 
known as "Box Hill", simply because it is covered 
with natural growing box-probably planted by the 
Romans from 45 to 400 A.D. So I say, with s9me 
assurance, box likes lime. We use a limited amount 



BOXWOOD GROWING ON "BOX HILL," ENGLAND. Photo by Palmer, Epsom, England. 

of ground limestone. We have an idea the Romans 
used box wood in the construction of their war char
iots-it is very close grained , heavy , tough wood. 
Old specimen sempervirens would have made ex
cellent axles and tongues etc. 
Liquid Fertilizing: Some years ago we drained a 
cow yard into a concrete tank and used the contents 
on our box. Our experience was more than good , 
with no bad effects. We regret our present system 
of farming no longer fills the tank-because liquid 
cattle manure certainly 'fills the bill.' 

CHAPTER VI 

WATERING BOX 

We started to write these notes during the win
ter of 1955. Browsing through them on this August 
2nd, 1957, I am wondering if I have sufficiently em
phasized the vital importance of watering box when 
it needs it. 

With the exception of localized thundershowers, 
we have experienced a period of some eight or nine 
weeks of drought and of hot , scorching sun. No hope 
for relief is offered by the "very pretty so and so" 
weather reporter-who has been repeating, "My 
friends , you may look forward to another glorious 
week end in the country." She should have a better 
understanding of the implication of her weather 
report and realize that life cannot exist without 
rain! 
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Old established box weathers a dry spell re
markably well , but even it very definitely has its 
limitations. Box up to twelve to fifteen years old, or 
bushes which have been transplanted are suscep
tible to drought for a period of ten to twelve years. 
It takes a long time to overcome the shock of trans
planting, and to rebuild the destroyed capillary 
system . 

Box tells you when it needs water. Loss of 
bloom, change of color to varying shades of green 
to yellow and spiking up of the leaves-rather than 
curling up-are the warning signs. If watering is 
neglected when these symptoms become evident, 
the last phase of death is so rapid , the bushes seem 
unable to take up water-they are then beyond re
covery. 

Please do not get the idea that we pose as per
fectionists; we have, I believe, lost some half dozen , 
three foot suffruticosdo, transplanted about three 
years ago. We have been watering day and night for 
about three weeks-and are unable to get around 
the garden quick enough. 

We like the canvas soaking type of hose. 
In the case of extensive old sempervirens hedges 

-we have never had to water, and we have experi
enced severe droughts. This is not the case, even 
with old suffruticosa in severe drought. However, 
we hold off watering old established suffruticosa as 
long as possible-primarily on account of the work 
and water needed. But when this point is reached
get busy. Lay down a light mulch to hold and re-



PART OF A Suffruticosa WALK 
The above photograph shows the south half of a 

Box walk planted about 150 years ago. The two 
hedges were planted too close to each other. The in
side walls now have to be clipped annually in order 
to maintain a passageway for just a single person at 
a time . It wouLd be too destructive to cut b;lck more 
severely. 

tain moisture, and water pl'eferably through the 
night or early and late hours. Apply the water to 
the root system-not the foliage-and soak all it 
will take. Thereafter be guided by foliage color as 
to future needs. Artificial shade is not practiced for 
larger hedges, but planted tree shade very definitely 
is , and can be of great benefit , so long as the tree 
root system does not encroach on that of the box. 

In the case of young plantings one must not hesi
tate to start the hose going as soon as its need is in
dicated. Here artificial shade is practical and of 
benefit One may use a light frame covered with 
burlap ; leaving not less than eighteen inches to two 
feet between bushes and cover-to permit air and 
light. 

May we repeat , if one deferrs watering during 
excessive heat or drought-your box will not re
cover. It will surely die and you must place the 
blame where it belongs-on yourself. 

With a dry fall and young box, give it a thorough 
soaking before going into winter. 

There are situations and occasions when one is 
p3werless to give critic3.11y needed wa ter to one's 
garden friends ; to watch potentially , majestic box 
die for want of water, with no feeling of regret , one 
must be hard bitten indeed. If one assumes the re
sponsibilities of caring for a garden , it might be well 
to remember, as with the laws of the land , ignorance 
is not a valid excuse. 

CHAPTER VII 

BOX WINTE-R PROTECTION 

The winter of 1960-61 will go down in history by 
owners cf b JX in Virginia. It destroyed much of 
their shrubbery , particularly sempervirens, 
throughout the state. 

Winter set in with a heavy snowfall in early De
cember 1960. This storm, and a succession of other 
heavy snowfalls, buried the state under three feet of 

frozen snow and ioe, for over three months. Drifts 
r eached from five to ten feet , icicles grew fr om r oof 
gutter to the ground and temperatures reached to 15 
below in some areas. 

lJuxus Suffrut icosa 

Thel'e was more winter scald than usua l among 
the younger, sun-exposed suffruticosa, but not be
yond a recoverable degree. Wood breakage and bark 
lifting, while above normal, was not more than we 
expected. 

Terminal W inter Appearance-Early April 

The old 160 year old , eight foot high hedges, as 
usual , showed no winter scald. But a fraction of 1 
percent of their age worn, main limbs, unable to 
support the extra weight of snow placed upon them , 
had been broken off. The younger 30 to 40 year old 
hedges, up to say four feet in height, showed a con
siderable amount of foliage discoloration, particul
arly where fully exposed to winter sun , but much 
less in shaded locations. The varied foli~ge discolor
ations plainly indicated the type of damage suffered. 
The blanched sprays were dead, due to injury to the 
wood supporting them. This would be either broken 
branches or bark lifting. Dark browning sprays us
ually indicated a partial splitting away from a crotch 
of its supporting branch, and these later had to be 
pruned out. The light brown foliage discoloration 
while more than usual , represented the normal win
ter sun scald. Bark injury was not as great as suf
fered by the sempervirens box, due to the fact that 
the weight of snow became ground supported, be
fore its thawing out, downward pull was exerted on 
the bark. 

Buxus sempervirens 

Our sempervirens hedges and individual bushes 
extend from about 9 to 20 odd feet in height. As 
usual, they sustained no winter sun scald, and the 
most northern exposed growth-as it always does
came through the frigid winter in wonderful condi
tion. However, due to other reasons, the sempervir
ens suffered much greater damage than did the su f
fruticosa. 

A Sempervirens HEDGE AND ITS CARETAKER 
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The reader should r ealize that I am here describ
ing losses in an unusually high , old sempervirens 
hedg'e-30 feet wide at the base and 20 feet or more 
high . There was little or no loss among individual 10 
foot high specimens. Damage in our ga rdens was 
considerable, but by comparison with some other 
owners losses, we were grateful. The hedge was de
pressed by snow and ice to about half its normal 
height. When this mass thawed in the spring, the 
slidmg, downward, pull exerted on the bark , lifted 
much of it, cut off the circulation and killed the 
trees. In other cases, wind set up a circular motion , 
whilst the limbs were encased in ice and tops laden 
with snow; this often resulted in complete ring bark
ing and death. Urged by a forlorn hope that some 
might recover the removal of a few of these mortally 
wounded was temporarily delayed. 

Prevention 

There is no doubt in my mind that so far as this 
area-Virginia-is concerned, in spite of extreme 
low temperatures reported, the injury sustained by 
our box was primarily mechanical and only indirect
ly through the extreme cold-snow and ice. 

Where the work involved is not too extensive to 
be practical, winter protection should be a logical 
endeavour. One should aim to pl'event the bush 
from having to carry an unsupportable weight of 
snow. Light powdery snow, may be removed with a 
lightly used broom; but will increase injury , if this 
is attempted when the snow is wet and heavy. Light, 
overhead framing , leaving sufficient air space be
tween it and the bush should be considered, especial
ly where there is danger of snow sliding off a roof 
onto foundation planting. 

Tieing up individual bushes snugly with twine 
or netting has much merit. Keeping the central area 
of bushes or hedges cleared of dead wood , allows 
more snow to pass through and gain the ground
rather than lodging in , and unduly weighting the 
plant down. 

Quite obviously, tree surgery wherever it is in
dicated, will arl'lest decay, strengthen the bole and 
prolong the life of the tree or bush. The foregoing 
preventive suggestions apply to suffruticosa and me
dium sized sempervirens. 

INSIDE OF AN ANCIENT Sempervirens HEDGE 
( 150 YEARS OLD) 
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In the case of old , large sempervirens hedges , the 
problem requires much experience and consideration 
given to it. The foregoing preventive suggestions fail 
to basically provide the prot'ection here sought. After 
many years of study given to this specific problem 
of winter damage to mature high sempervirens box , 
I have come to the definite conclusion , that there 
comes a time when the bole of, say a 15' - 20' sem
pervirens tree, is unable to support a heavily snow 
laden top and particularly so, if any degree of decay 
exists. 

ONE SIDE OF A DOUBLE Suffruticosa HEDGE 
(SEVEN TO EIGHT FEET HIGH) - AFTER THE 
SNOW STORM! 

If I am correct, then the winter damage preven
tion to large sempervirens consists in what may ap
pear to be somewhat drastic pruning from the top 
down; removing a sufficient amount, which will al
low the aging bole to support the remainder. It is an 
example of where a half a loaf is better than none, 
or perhaps, one has to be cruel in order to be kind . 
But if such preventive pruning is neglected, greater 
losses will surely be sustained. 

This treatment requires an undivided opinion , 
plus courage. I am certain that where and when this 
treatment is indicated and carried out, it will add 
years to the life of an aging friend ; and if it is evad
ed , the ultimate life of the tree will be considerably 
shortened. The preventive pruning I advise, will im
mediately allow more light and air to reach the bole 
and encourage new growth where it will be able to 
supporf it-nea'rer the ground. 

Determining Extent of Damage to Box 

Do not limit your examination to viewing the 
bush from the out-side. Look inside the bush, and 
nine cases out of ten, the trouble will be plainly 
visible to you. 

Delay pruning winter damage to box, until and 
unless you are positive that you have dead wood , 
and not merely temporarily winter discolored foli
age. Remember it takes years to replace impetuous 
errors of pruning. One must however, add here, that 
where dead wood does occur, renewal by surround
ing branches will not take place until air and light 
are permitted access to such areas-by the removal 
of any dead growth which may exist. 



CHAPTER VIII. 

PRUNING BOX 

In the care of box, pruning is one of the most im
portant phases. This applies to both suffruticosa and 
sempervirens. Air and light must penetrate the bush 
if it is to remain in a healthy and vigorous condition 
and pruning is the method we use to insure that this 
condition exists. 

Due to the peripheral growth , there is a constant 
te~dency for air and light to be excluded and , if per
mitted to exist, will result in a certain amount of 
dying back in the central or inner portion of the 
bush. This condition has to be corrected every fall. 
When box has been neg1ected in this respect , it is 
surprising what a large amount of dead wood and 
debris will be found on close inspection. Here is our 
routine procedure in order to keep the hedges in a 
healthy, vigorous condition. 
Leaves: Due to large trees in the vicinity, we have a 
leaf problem every fall. We do not use rakes because 
they are too rough and injure the box bark. We take 
a lath and tie a rag on one end, using this to rake out 
the accumulation of large tree leaves. We never rake 
off the box leaves, which are left to create a natural 
mulch. We also insist that the leaves be carried out 
in baskets and loaded into a vehicle OUTSIDE the 
hedge-to prevent injury to bark. These little de
tails may not sound important to some-but they 
have proved so to us. 
SUFFRUTICOSA (English Box) : Fall and warm 
winter days are ideal for doing this work. Go 
through your hedge or bushes and, using reasonable 

TYPE OF DAMAGE SUSTAINED IN A 
Suffruticosa HEDGE 
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WE MAKE A START - TO CLEAN UP 

care, vigorously shake out accumulations of dead 
box leaves in each spray , and remove any bird nests 
found-they are vacant anyway. Unless this is done , 
these collections of leaves will finally smother out 
the sprays, or due to retention of moisture, stimu
late aerial rooting. If this occurs, you will find mass
es of root fibers thrown out from the wood, several 
feet above the ground. 

This is being written in August of 1961. The win
ter of 1960-61 here in Virginia was a very severe one. 
The box suffered heavily; but other than removing 
broken branches, we delayed further clean up until 
the summer, to avoid pruning out recoverable 
growth. I am now engaged in doing this work. Spe
cifically, I have been working over some three or 
four hundred suffruticosa bushes, in hedges about 
four by four feet high and wide. They are thrifty 
compact bushes about forty years old. Due to satis
factory appearance and condition (apart from re
cent winter damage) , I have to admit I have not 
been inquisitive about looking inside-which we are 
now doing. 

I am ashamed to relate, that we found at the base 
of most bushes a build up of defoliated leaves-up 
to nearly a foot in height in some cases. Those mass
es o.f leaves had started to decompose and aerial 
rootmg had occurI'ed with many of the lower 
branches. 

The branched formation of bushes at ground 
level collects, holds and builds up this leaf accumu
lation. Due to limited room, one has to work with 
one's hands and fingers to do a good job in removing 
these old leaves . 

. Quite obviously it is an annual garden chore 
whlCh should not be omitted. Before one starts on 
this job, I suggest gently poking a stick around the 
center of the bush to make sure a snake has not 
rented an apartment there; this is not a foolish idea . 
For suita~le tools, I suggest one's fingers , hands, a 
small whisk broom, and very definitely-GLOVES. 

We start back now on a second inspection and 
pr~ne out the dead wood. Box wood is very hard , 
brittle, and sharp; use gloves or you will repent for 
~ot having done so. You will find a percentage of 
fme, dea~ , leafless twigs, which can easily be brush
ed off With the gloved hand or twisted off at the 
branch. For the heavier twigs, use pruning shears 
and cut back to the branch from which they origi
nate. 

Depending upon the age of your box, size of 
bushes or hedge, you are likely to find a percentage 



of obviously weak branches; remember, we are 
working in the central portion of the bush which, 
with us, frequently means we are standing INSIDE 
the hedge. There may be wispy branches topped 
with a dead or dying spray-usually due to lack of 
light and air; prune such branches back to the main 
stems. You may find others, particularly in old box, 
which, due to the tight, filled out peripheral growth, 
were unable to penetrate it and as a consequence, 
developed a type of corkscrew growth in its endea
vour to reach light-and then died. Prune these out. 

When working in ancient box, one regretfully 
finds a percentage of main trunks on their last legs 
-so to speak. This is indicated by the leaves losing 
their bloom and color. When this is noticeable, fol
low the trunk down and you will find decay has set 
in to a varying extent; often a slight twist will 
sever it at, or near the ground. 

The causes of such losses may be due to age, lack 
of reasonable care in the past, children using the 
hedge as a playground, loose animals, an over weight 
of snow or sleet, and to the falling of heavy branch
es from trees in the vicinity. Some people including 
ourselves, for a long time, hesitate to remove a 
massive dying branch. I can only say that until one 
does so, the new growth can not take place, which 
immediately commences, once the air and light are 
allowed access to the area. Box is a very hard wood 
and for the larger trunks and branches, hand prun
ers or shears are inadequate to make a clean cut; in 
such cases, use a suitable si2)e and shaped saw. 

SEMPERVIRENS: The same procedure for pruning 
Sempervirens (Tree box) is used as for sufJruticosa, 
modified to suit the sizes of bushes and hedges one 
is workin~ with. In case of old hedges of consider
able height, the problems are, of course, different. 
We have to work with ladders on much of our sem
pervirens instead of from the ground. 

When using ladders inside a tall hedge, impress 
upon the men, when moving ladders, to watch each 
end of the ladder. Every time it rubs against a trunk, 
it will remove a sizeable portion of its very thin 
bark. It is easy to imagine the amount of damage 
which can occur if this detail is repeatedly ignored. 
As with the removal of leaves, insist upon all prun
ings being carefully carried outside by hand, to 
prevent injuries due to, for instance, a wheel barrow 
being rolled over a layered trunk. In the past this 
was ignored, and we are paying for it now with 
sorely injured wood. 

Some of our box is very old (150 years) and up 
to 22 odd feet high. This is our method of care of an 
ancient hedge, which due to age and storm, is be
ginning to show signs of wear. Let us step inside the 
hedge which is some 30 feet wide-having layered 
twice to the east from the original trunks and the 
same to the west. We have cleaned out the leaves, 
etc., and are now ready to start pruning from lad
ders. 

If you will look up, you will notice a percentage 
of the spray under~rowth shows no leaf growth
these sprays have been killed due to the exclusion 
of light and air by the upper spray mass. We prune 
these dead branches off and, in doing so, try to cut 
back cleanly to the main spray branch. We find the 
morning light from the east facilitates the job of 
locating the dead wood whereas the afternoon light 
is very unhelpfuL 
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When pruning, we make a practice of examining 
the end of each branch to be cut off-before cutting, 
to make sure it is dead. Unless this precaution is 
taken, many a live branch is uselessly sacrificed. 
When you have completed the job, you are conscious 
that you have eliminated that damp dusty atmos
phere and created a free flowing fresh one-you 
have let the air and light in. 

Now we start back and examine the wood-the 
trunks, and this often hurts! Sleet storms are the 
worst enemy of box, one cannot prevent it-one can 
only pray that it will not occur. Excessive weight of 
the wet snow can be damaging too. 

Our thoughts go back to a bad sleet storm we ex
perienced some twenty years ago; this is what hap
pened. Unbeknown to us, the storm occurred dur
ing the night. Whilst we were enjoying our break
fast about eight o'clock, the sun had come out warm 
and clear. We suddenly heard what sounded like a 
field artillery barrage. Going outside, we located the 
noise some half mile away in our neighbor's wood. 
The weight of the sleet on the branches of these 
trees had bent them downwards; as the sun melted 
the top-most, the water ran down the still frozen 
lower branches and froze again. Finally, this added 
weight explosively sheared them off. W'e then re
luctantly looked at our box-the sempervirens was 
the more severely damaged. Normally some twenty
two feet high, it was weighted down to about twelve 
feet-a solid mass of ice. We might have come out 
of the storm reasonably well had not one more wea
ther condition hit us-WIND. Whilst the frozen 
masses of foliage were still only partially thawed 
out, the wind got up and for some hours kept them 
whirling in circular motion. We cleaned out some 
two cords of heavy boxwood and wagon loads of 
sprays; but I was still ignorant of an equal amount 
of damage done to the old trunks still standing. Some 
days later, walking through the inside of the hedge, 
we discovered that a good percentage of the bark on 
trunks 3" to 9" in diameter had a corkscrew crack 
extending from top to bottom. The full implication 
of these injuries did not regist'er with us at tpe time; 
but we lived to learn that it meant that these trunks 
had been effectively "ring barked"-the bark of box 
is extremely thin-and they ,eventually died. To 
satisfy our wishful hopes, we left them standing, 
and as the tops died off completely or split trunks 
broke off, we removed them. Weare still doing it, 
but I am glad to say, on a much reduced scale. 

In high old sempervirens hedges, one has another 
problem where the weight of spray growth on the 
extremities of trunks weights them down too much; 
they are unable to support it-boxwood, whilst 
strong, has its limitations. Where such conditions 
are obvious, we feel one has no alternative but to 
decrease the excessive weight by judicious pruning. 
Each trunk terminal spray offers an individual prob
lem. 

Sometimes this means pruning off more than one 
cares to, but unless you do it, nature will do it less 
carefully, and the result often terminates in a snap
ped off trunk. 

The Ability of Box To Recover From Storm Damage 

I would like to offer a word of encouragement to 
owners of box who may have suffered storm losses. 
One almost feels like weeping at the havoc some 
storms leave behind. True-the loss can be unde-



niable and often only time and our Head Gardener , 
NATURE, can repair the damage. 

Suffruticosa will fill in the gaps readily , if ex
treme age is not a factor-from adjaoent wood. In 
the case of sempervirens-which as you know pro
duces seed-once storm damage has created open 
gaps and allowed air and light to penetrate, when 
previously it had been unable to do so, box seed of 
indefinate age, so far as I know, comes to your rescue 
and germinates. A miraculous natural replacement 
takes place fostered by air and light. Yes I know it is 
slow, but it is positive! 

Do not be disheartened-just g'et busy. Clean up , 
prune the breaks, paint, cut the decayed wood out, 
and then sit down and enjoy watching that incom
parable gardener-Nature, do a superlative re
plenishing job for you. 

Clipping of Box : The clipping of box is a matter of 
personal wishes. We think it should be avoided 
whenever possible. Often it has to be done, rightly 
enough, to keep a walk open ; but we do not have to 
clip the outside of our hedge--we are speaking now 
of suffruticosa. The billowy, undulating spectacle of 
naturally growing suffruticosa cannot be improved 
by clipping-it is often murdered by doing so ; but 
we are willing to concede there are spots where it 
is necessary. Much clipping could be avoided if due 
regard is given, at the time of planting, to the poten
tial ground it will require at maturity. This partic
ularly applies to sempervirens, much of which is 
used in locations that it is completely unfitted for . 

The Clipping and Sale of Sprays : We have sold the 
last spray of box to leave this garden. Time was 
when we believed what we were told-" that it was 
both good and necessary to clip sprays from the 
hedges every fall." We do not lightly turn down an 
honest dollar, but this is one we will in the future 
turn down cold. We have had to learn the hard way 
by our own experience and found, following sale of 
box clippings, our hedge was a mass of spray de
capitated stems, which of course, died and had to 
be pruned out eventually. Commercial box clippers 
often murder box. When you sell box clippings, you 
are unconsciously selling box WOOD. 

WINTER BOX DAMAGE 

1961-1962 

This winter we ran into another late snow storm. 
Some four feet of wet snow arrived. There is always 
a possibility of brushing off dry snow, but wet snow 
does not permit itself to be removed. If the fall has 
not been too heavy, one may with CARE, remove 
layers of snow with a shovel and so reduce the 
breakage from weight and wind. As I told you, we 
had four feet of snow plus drifts to contend with; 
so we had to wait nearly two weeks-and just look 
the other way-before we could remove the debris. 

Could and should we have prevented the loss 
we sustained? 

In the case of the tall , old sempervirens hedges 
(20 odd feet high ), had I only had myself to con
sult, I would have pruned the hedge--certainly the 
original central boles-several years ago. I do be
lieve that had this been done, we should have sus
tained far less loss of WOOD than we did. 

Old, tall sempervirens Box has difficulty in sup
porting it's own peripheral fronds. If and when a 

THE Sempervirens HEDGE (20 ODD FEET 
HIGH ), WEIGHTED DOWN UNDER FOUR FEET 
OF SNOW. 

heavy fall of snow is superimposed upon them, that 
frequently is the last straw and the damage can be 
great. Whereas if it has been topped, light and air 
enters, new LOWER growth breaks out and-snow 
falls are then able to reach the ground. 

Somewhat drastic pruning of aged Box ( semper
virens ) might be described as being cruel, in order 
to be kind. Some people are unable to make such de
cisions or see the necessity for doing so. But the 
hard way, learned from experience, unmistakably 
tells one what they should do. 

lt is remarkable how old , pruned back boxwood 
will renew itself, and stand up to future winter 
storms, which otherwise would have destroyed them. 

In the case of the suffruticosa hedge--remember 
they are about 150 years old-most of the loss in
volved old , decaying wood. One might be justified 
in saying that here, AGE was the prime cause for 
most of the loss sustained. 

This double hedge is three hundred odd feet 
long and seven to eight feet high. Could and should 
we have protected it artificially? I believe when one 
offers advice, one should not go beyond normal prac
ticality. If cost is unimportant, then of course one 
can place effective snow protection around it. The 
size of the planting also enters into such a decision. 
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Normally, suffruticosa up to 5 or 6 feet high (40 
to 60 years old ), does not suffer snow fall damage, 
simply because the weight of the snow reaches the 
ground before creating breaking weight on the bush. 

I have long since passed the active, inventive age. 
But never-the-less, I am still interested in the better 
care of Box. I firmly believe that the use of close 
mesh, string netting, made in varying sized circular 
pieces, which could be thrown over an individual 
suffruticosa bush and secured around the base of the 
bush with a draw string, would effectively resist 
snow from mashing down and splitting bushes by 
it's sheer weight. 

A suffruticosa hedge would require netting of 
suitable length and width, which could be thrown 
over it's entire length and secured by passing ties 
from one side, underneath to the other. 

I offer this idea to some bright, enthusiastic ar
borist , who can try the idea out, and remove any 
bugs that may exist in the suggestion. 

(To be continued Next Issue ) 



CHEEKWOOD'S BOXWOODS 
By GORDON SCOTT, DiTectoT, 
Tennessee Botanical GaT dens 

Nashville , Tennessee 

Cheekwood, the home of The Tennessee Botani
cal Gardens and Fine Arts Center, has what is re
garded by many people as the finest planting of Box
woods in North America. It can hardly be called a 
collection, as there are only five species and varieties 
represented. They are as follows : 

Buxus sempervirens 
Buxus sempervirens suffruticosa 
Buxus sempervirens arborescens 
Buxus microphylla 
Buxus microphylla koreana. 

The story of the collection of these plants, many 
of which are fifteen feet tall and twelve feet through, 
is an interesting one. When Mr. Cheek decided to 
build Cheekwood he employed the services of a 
landscape architect, Bryant Fleming. Mr. Fleming, 
an Englishman, was, in fact, an architect as well. 
Construction on the sixty-room mansion was begun 
in 1929, and three years later it was completed. For 

several months the labour force on the grounds alone 
was three hundred. Incidentally , the name "Cheek
wood" is derived from the combination of Cheek and 
Mrs. Cheek's maiden name, which was Wood. 

When the time came to begin to plant the Box
woods, Mr. Cheek went out into many parts of 
Tennessee and neighboring states looking for large 
specimens to transfer to Cheekwood. Many of the 
plants that are growing at the Tennessee Botanical 
Gardens today came from the boundaries of ceme
teries. Mr. Cheek would offer to replace the shrubs 
with iron railings, and presumably the thought of 
lower maintenance persuaded the men in charge of 
these cemeteries to part with these beautiful plants. 
The story is told of one shrub that was dug up with 
parts of grandmother still attached to the root sys
tem. This particular plant is growing extremely well 
at Cheekwood! 

( Continued bottom Page 24 ) 

A VIEW OF TREE BOX FRAMING A GARDEN STATUE AT CHEEKWOOD. 
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Gordon's Dale Boxwood 
About forty years ago Captain Reginald J. Vick

ers moved to Gordon's Dale in Fauquier County, 
Virginia. He brought with him an admiration and 
affection for, and knowledge of, Box developed dur
ing his boyhood days near Box Hill in England-and 
fostered by his acquaintance with the plant as it 
grows in many notable English gardens. At Gordon's 
Dale he found plantings of Box that were ancient
for America. These old Box plants were cared for, 
and new plantings of Box wel'e added. 

During the years devoted to the plantings at Gor
don's Dale, Captain Vickers has had experience with 
good weather and bad-with storm and drought. His 
appreciation of-and interest in-Boxwood have led 
him to record many of his ,experiences-and experi
ments-with his plants. He has done this simply and 
humbly. The problems which he has encountered 
are the problems which, at one time or another, have 
faced many other boxwood fanciers. This is true of 
those questions which arise concerning the best 
treatment for very old plants and, likewise, for the 
planting of new specimens which it is hoped will 
someday grow into very old plants, with their future 
owners finding them properly placed, spaced and 
healthily surviving. 

We al'e fortunate that Captain Vickers has elect
ed to have his knowledgeable account of "The Cul
ture of Boxwood in An Old Virginia Garden" appear 
in The Boxwood Bulletin. We believe his observa
tions, gathered over a life-time of experience, will 
be both interesting and most helpful to our member
ship. 

There are thirteen chapters in this account. The 
first ones appears in the present issue, and subse
quent chapters will appear in later numbers of The 
Bulletin. 

More About Dallimore 
In the July 1962 Boxwood Bulletin a plea was 

made for a copy of Wm. Dallimore's book on "Holly, 
Yew and Box," which might be added to the collec
tion of library materials on Box which is maintained 
at the Society's headquarters at The Blandy Experi
mental Farm at Boyce, Virginia. 

The response to the plea has been unexpectedly 
prompt and gratifying. Two different members have 
sent prompt and generous offers concerning the 
book. 

Mr. Henry J. Hohman of Kingsville, Maryland, 
wrote to Admiral Phillips, our Society President, 
that he was sending his personal copy of Dallimore 
to the American Boxwood Society as a gift. 

Mr. Karl W. Fenninger of Lima, Pennsylvania, 
sent word to your treasurer that he had located a 
copy of Dallimore which he thought he could secure, 
and if so that he would send it as a donation. 

It seems, therefore, that we will probably have 
two copies of this important and helpful book. The 
Society membership as a whole is most grateful to 
the generous thought of the two fine members listed 
above. The copies of these books, when received and 
after accessioning, will be available for reference 
and use by any Society Member having need, or 
wishing to refer, to them. 

As an appendix to the above it may be remarked 
that "it never rains but that it pours." A few days 
after hearing from Mr. Hohman and Mr. Fenninger, 
a letter was received from Miss Louise Savage, the 
very efficient Associate Librarian of the University 
of Virginia's Alderman Library. After many years 
of search Miss Savage had located a copy of Dalli
more which she thought could be secured if still de
sired. We were happy to be able to write Miss Sav
age that the need for this book was now being taken 
care of by the generosity of two of our own mem
bers. 

CHEEKWOOD'S BOXWOODS (continued) 
In contrast to the three hundred men mentioned 

previously, the pl'esent number of gardeners is three. 
Part of the problem of keeping the Boxwoods from 
becoming too straggly in appearance has been solved 
by a friendly nurseryman who trims the plants in 
return for the resulting cuttings. In addition to this, 
he also supplies the Gardens with a thousand rooted 
cuttings at the appropriate times. 

In addition to Boxwoods, the fifty-five acres of 
Cheekwood contain many other interesting trees, 
shrubs, bulbs and herbaceous material planted by 
the Cheeks. There are Ginkgos, Nandinas, Crepe 

Myrtles imd daffodils, to mention a few. 

Two nature trails may now be found here, and 
the many pools and fountains with tropical and 
hardy water-lilies in them are a source of constant 
delight to the many visitors who come from all fifty 
states and many foreign countries. Although the 
Gardens and Art Center opened to the public two 
short years ago, the visitors' register shows that the 
previous sentence is based on fact. 
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In closing, the writer offers a cordial invitation 
to you to visit Cheekwood. 



ONE OF THE MANY BOXWOOD WALKS AT CHEEKWOOD. 
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