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Underused and
Underappreciated Plants
Dave Ploussard

Criteria
• Relevant to a crowd of both 

arborists and designers
• Plants that are obtainable
• Choices to introduce into a 

boring monoculture
• Plants that people overlook in 

our garden center
• Choices of my horticulture staff
• These may require selling to 

your customers

Paperbark Maple

• Stunning, exfoliating bark
> Attractive all year
> Stout trunk

• Small Tree or Large Shrub form
• 20 – 30 ft x half to equal spread

> Specimen Tree
> Trifoliate Maple
> Slow growing
> Inconsistent, red fall color

• Full Sun to part shade
• Soil Adaptable

Acer griseum
Three Flower Maple

• Slightly exfoliating bark
• Small Tree or Shrub, 20 – 30 ft

> Specimen Tree

> Upright spreading habit

> Slow growing

> Yellow to red fall color

• Full Sun to part shade
• Moist, well-drained soils

Acer triflorum

Manchustriped Maple

• Snake Bark Maple
• Small Tree or Shrub, 20 – 30 ft

> Specimen Tree

> Upright rounded habit

> Slow growing

> Yellow to red fall color

• Full Sun to part shade
• Moist, well-drained soils

Acer tegmentosum
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White Fringetree

• White ribbons of flowers
> Appear in May/ early June

• Small Tree or Shrub, 12 – 20 ft
> Specimen Tree or Shrub border

> Slow growing

> Birds like the fruit

• Full Sun to part shade
• Soil Adaptable

Chionanthus virginicus
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Corneliancherry Dogwood

• Early, yellow flowers
> Small but bright, when little else is 

happening

• Followed by red drupes in summer
> Edible but sour

• Small tree to large multistem shrub
> 20 to 25 x 15 to 20
> Shrub border
> Upright oval
> Dirr reports that it can sucker
> Medium growth rate

• Full Sun to light shade
• Soil adaptable

Cornus mas
River’s Purple Beech

• Stunning Foliage
> Very deep purple

• Large Tree, 50 ft.
> Specimen Tree

> Extremely Slow Growing

> Smooth gray bark

• Full Sun
• Soil Adaptable

Fagus sylvatica ‘Riversii’

Tricolor Beech

• Stunning Foliage
> Purple, pink, and can have cream 

color

> In the spring, it can glow

• Large Tree, 30 ft?
> Specimen Tree

> Extremely Slow Growing

> Smooth gray bark

• Full Sun
• Soil Adaptable

Fagus sylvatica ‘Roseomarginata’
Seven-Sun Flower

• Flowers in late summer
> Fragrant white blossoms

> Appear in August

> Attract butterflies

> Followed by fruit with “showy” 
pink sepals

Heptacodium miconioides

Seven-Sun Flower
Heptacodium miconioides

•Small Tree, 15 ft x 10 ft
•Exfoliating Bark
•Best in shrub border
•Loose and open
•Often multi-stemmed

• Full sun to part shade
• Soil adaptable

Styrax japonicus

• Bell-shaped, white flowers
> Appear mid to late May

• Small tree, 25 ft x 25 ft
> Specimen Tree

> Rounded habit

> Medium growth rate

• Full Sun to part shade
• Well drained soil, not for clay
• ‘Snowcone’ is a pyramidal 

variety

Japanese Snowbell
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Japanese Tree Lilac

• Creamy-white lilac, panicles
> Appear in May
> One of the last lilacs to flower

• Medium Tree, 25 ft. x 15 – 25 ft
> Specimen Tree
> Clean foliage
> Rounded to Oval
> Medium growth rate
> Cherry-like bark bark

• Full Sun
• Soil Adaptable
• Japanese Beetle resistant

Syringa reticulata ‘Ivory Silk’
Concolor Fir

• Beautiful texture and soft foliage
> Often blue green

• Large evergreen, 30 to 50 ft x 15 
to 30 ft and larger

> Not for a small property
> Specimen Tree to privacy border
> Pyramidal shape
> Slow to medium growth rate

• Full Sun to light shade
• Rich, moist but well drained soil, 

not for clay
• Good choice over Colorado 

Spruce

Abies concolor

Blue Japanese White Pine

• Tufted, blue-green foliage
• Unique, artistic habit

> Japanese appearance

• Medium to Large Evergreen, 
25 – 50 ft

> Specimen Tree

> Slow growing

> Wide spreading with age

> Compact varieties available

Pinus parviflora glauca

Blue Japanese White Pine

• Cones bear on young plants
> Often terminal

• Full Sun to part shade
• Soil Adaptable
• Dirr reports the species to be 

salt tolerant

Pinus parviflora glauca

Japanese Umbrella-pine

• Radiating whorl of needles
> Appear mid to late May

• Medium to large evergreen , 20 to 
30 ft x 15 – 20 ft and larger

> Specimen Tree
> Pyramidal shape
> Very slow growth rate

• Part shade
• Rich, moist but well drained soil, 

not for clay
• Wind protection advisable
• Zone 5b to 6

Sciadopitys verticillata
Bottlebrush Buckeye

• White flowers produced in 
summer

• Large shrub with attractive 
foliage

> 12 ft x 12 ft and larger

• Great for the shrub border
• Excellent understory plant
• Sun to shade
• Soil adaptable

Aesculus parviflora
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Dwarf Fothergilla

• Multi-seasoned Shrub
> Bottlebrush flower in spring

> Attractive foliage and texture

> Colorful autumn color

• Rounded habit
> 3 to 4 ft

• Full sun to part shade
• Organic, well-drained soil
• Mt. Airy is blue-green 

Fothergilla major variety

Fothergilla gardeni
Weeping Hemlock

• Gracefully weeping evergreen
• Slow Growing
• 4 to 10 ft height and width
• Also available staked
• Well drained soil

Tsuga canadensis ‘Pendula’

Vernal Witchhazel

• Attractive large shrub with ribbon-
like, early yellow flowers

> Appear late winter

• Large, multi-stemmed shrub 
> 6 to 10 ft or more with greater 

spread
> Rounded habit
> May sucker

• Nice foliage turns yellow
> Leaves can hang on into winter

• Soil adaptable including clay
• Full sun to shade

Hamamelis vernalis
Hybrid Witchhazel

• Multi-stemmed tree or shrub
> Flowers in February/March

> Yellow to red flowers

> Yellow to Red fall color

> 10 to 20 ft.

> Full sun to part shade

> Soil adaptable

• Witchhazels are good 
understory plants.

Hamamelis x intermedia

Jelena

Arnold’s 
Promise

Bushclover

• Pink blossoms in July - August
• Large, wide-spreading shrub

> 6 to 9 ft high and wide
> Medium to fast growth rate

• Perennial in nature
> Cut to the ground each year
> Rabbits love it

• Full sun to light shade
> Sometimes can be hidden by 

foliage

• Well drained soil, avoid excess 
fertility

Lespedeza thunbergii
Windflower

• Flowers dance above the 
foliage

> Japanese Anemones flower in 
late summer to fall.

> There are spring flowering 
species

• Nice foliage
> DiSabato-Aust reports blister 

beetle and Japanese beetle 
damage.

Anemone

Pink Saucer

Robitussima
Grapeleaf

Prince Henry

Honorine Jobert
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Windflower

• Sun, but best with afternoon 
shade

• 2 ft  x 2 ft but can be invasive
• Well drained soil
• Many varieit

Anemone
False Indigo

• Attractive spikes of flowers
> Blue to purple, some yellow

> Early summer

• Long- lived perennial
• 3 to 4 ft x 3 to 4 ft
• Low fertility, well-drained soil
• Cut back after flowering

> But seed pods can be used in 
flower arranging

Baptisia australis

Barrenwort

• Perennial or groundcover that 
grows well under trees

> Tolerates a dry soil

> Part shade to shade

• Attractive spring flowers
> Red, yellow, rose, white

> Newer varieties have flowers 
above the foliage

• Outstanding foliage texture
• Soil adaptable

Epimedium spp.
Joe Pye Weed

• Butterfly magnet
> Pink to white blossoms in late 

summer

> Full sun

• Tall perennials for rear
> 4 to 6 ft.

> Spreads and reseeds

> Great for naturalizing

> Sometimes can be hidden by 
foliage

• Well drained soil

Eupatorium

Foamy Bells

• Colorful foliage
• Cross between Coral Bells and 

Foam Flower
• 10 to 24” x 15 – 28”
• Moist, well-drained, organic 

soil
• Sun to part shade

> Best color in part shade 

Heucherella

Stoplight

Sweet Tea

Lenten Rose

• March to April blossoms
> Somewhat hidden by foliage

• Evergreen foliage
• 15 to 18” x 15 to 18”
• Part shade to full shade
• Moist well drained soil
• Other species available

Helleborus orientalis
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Tree Peony

• Stunning, large  spring flowers 
with delicate petals

• Attractive foliage
• Woody perennial or shrub
• 2 to 3 ft, some taller
• Full sun
• Rich, well-drained soil
• Easy to grow

Paeonia suffruticosa
Goldenrod

• Mid summer to fall yellow 
flowers

• Height varies by variety
> Typically 4 to 6 ft.
> Some varieties 18 to 24 inches

• Clump forming to spreading
> Rhizome spreading forms may 

need to be controlled
> Some may seed

• Soil adaptable but best if not 
rich soil

Solidago spp.

Mullein

• Tall spikes of flowers
> Yellow, white, rose in summer

> 3 – 6 ft x 1 – 1.5 ft

• Good for back of the perennial 
border.

• Short lived perennials to 
biennial

> Allow some reseeding

• Poor but well-drained soil.
> Great for rock gardens

Verbascum spp.
Wild Ginger

• Low Ground cover
> A. canadense is dull green and 

deciduous

> A. europaeum is evergreen to 
semi evergreen

• Shade
• Organic, moist, well-drained 

soil

Asarum


