
The Tree Peony -
An Exquisite Flowering Shrub 

0 
FALL THE WONDERFUL 
flowering shrubs grown in 
our Pacific Northwest 
gardens perhaps the most 

exquisite of them all, the tree peony, has 
been largely overlooked until recently. 
The few that are grown by gardeners in 
our area are usually planted in back yards 
or other out-of-the-way areas where the 
casual passerby has no opportunity to view 
it. 

Tree peonies are not really trees but 
rather deciduous shrubs native to ancient 
China. However, Greek mythology makes 
reference to them as far back as 300 B.C. 
In 79 A.D. Roman naturalist Pliny the 
Elder advised using the tree peony for 
medicinal purposes such as dissolving 
kidney stones. Later Greek physicians 
promoted its use for nightmares, hysteria 
and menstruation. Chinese botanical, 
horticultural, medicinal and historical 
reports and artistic designs and paintings 
can be traced back to 536 A.D. Early 
writings indicate it was a flower long 
cultivated and ancient Chinese called it 
the "King of Flowers" while it was known 
as the "Flower of Prosperity" in Japan. It 

was first grown for its supposed medicinal 
properties and not until after 600 A.D. 
were tree peonies cultivated for their 
ornamental value, becoming the special 
plant of the emperors of the Tang Dy­
nasty. By the year 750 there were 30 
known varieties. 

Europeans first became aware of tree 
peonies when a member of the Dutch 
East India Company wrote about the 
plant after a visit to Peking in 1656. Over 
a hundred years later (in 1787) Sir Joseph 
Banks of Kew Gardens, England, having 
seen Chinese drawings, came across the 
Dutch report. He arranged to procure a 
plant through a representative of the 
British East India Company. The original 
plant (or one obtained shortly thereafter) 
grew in a garden outside London until it 
was damaged beyond saving during a 
construction project in 1842. The 
European appreciation of tree peonies 
grew in the 1800's and by the turn of the 
century nurseries from Belgium to Italy 
began offering hundreds of varieties from 
China and later from Japan and Korea as 
well as their own hybrids. In 1823, one 
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Dear Arboretu11t Patrons: 
The Arboretum Associates have been 

actively pursuing ways to increase interest 
in the arboretum and to acknowledge our 
patrons. 

The major project has been the 
development of a brochure. This brochure 
will be used to educate and attract visitors 
to the arboretum. Anna Fehrenbacher has 
done an outstanding job working with 
Beth Case, graphic designer for Printing & 
Design Services at the university. Our goal 
is to have the final document available by 
mid-December so it can be entered in a 
publication competition. 

A new membership program is in the 
development phase. We plan to take an 
active role in acknowledging donors and 

keeping records of the membership. This 
will be a new task for the Arboretum 
Associates but we feel it will provide a better 
opportunity to acknowledge and promote 
our membership. 

To help visitors identifY the groves and 
individual specimens in the arboretum, we 
plan to have a map in the spring issue of 
Arbor Notes. 

In our effort to better meet your needs 
we'd like your input. Drop us a note or 
give me a call at 885-6977 or 883-0871. 

Sincerely, 

Beverly Rhoades 
President, Arboretum Associates 



Coming Home 
to the Arboretum 
office 

G 
hosts of students past 
welcome the Arboretum 
Associates Board to a 
meeting in Director 

Naskali's office (Continuing Education 
Building, room 205). Board member 
Norma Dobler, who came home to the 
room that was hers in 1937-38, 
introduced her former roommates and 
described placement of furniture in the 
suite that housed five co-eds back then 

.(55 years ago!). 

~-------------------------------

(Tree Peony cont.) 

Belgian tree peony fancier reportedly 
grew from seed a plant so glorious that 
he allowed only his closest friends to 

see it. He had two dogs guard the 
plant day and night for nearly 30 years 
to prevent anyone from taking a 
cutting from it. However, his efforts 
went for naught because in the 1860's 
the plant was available in nurseries, 
purportedly from stolen scions. 

In the 1890's, Thomas J. Oberlin 
of Sinking Spring, Pennsylvania, 
imported plants from Japan and started 
what may be the first serious tree 
peony propagation program in 
America. However, the tree peony, for 
all its fine qualities is found so infre­
quently in our gardens that many 
people have never seen one in bloom. 

Some of the most readily available 
tree peonies in our area are Japanese 
cultivars of Paeonia suffruticosa 
otherwise known as Moutans. Their 
divided foliage is a wonderful contrast 
in the garden and their stems are very 
upright, presenting their flowers in a 
very showy manner. The Chinese 
cultivars of P. suj]ruticosa are some­
what more difficult to find but their 
blooms can be so full that they bend 
under their own weight. 

Other available types of tree 
peonies are the European and Ameri­
can hybrids of Paeonia lutea. They are 
best known for their yellow flowers but 
this group also includes black-reds, 
copper and sunset colors, often with 
dark red flares at the base of the petals. 
The heavy double flowers of this group 
give it a nodding rather than upright 
habit. P. Iutea often has several flowers 
to a stem. 

Most tree peonies are hardy in 
zones 3 to 8 and bloom in May or 
June, depending on the zone. They 
have translucent ruffled single, 
semi-double or fully double flowers in 
a wide range of textures including silky, 
satiny, crisp, frilled, twisted and 
crinkled. The colors range from cream, 

pink, red, purple and yellow to blackish 
red, most having a contrasting darker 
"eye." The flowers can be small or 
reach dinner plate size depending on 
the variety. The shrubs can attain a 
height of three to five feet or larger 
and should be treated as specimen 
plants rather than placed in a jumbled 
flower bed. They prefer protection 
from hot midday sun and drying winds 
which burn the petals or break the 
stems. A large hole with well-drained, 
moisture-retentive slightly acid soil is 
recommended with the addition of 2 
pounds of bone meal stirred in at 
planting time. The trick to successful 
planting is to place the graft union 5 
inches below grade to encourage the 
grafted cultivar to form its own roots 
and subterranean buds, minimizing the 
chance of understock growth taking 
over. Also, rather than tamping the 
loose soil around the plant, flood the 
loose soil and let the water draw the 
soil around the root system. Add 
additional soil mix to the hole when 
the water has drained. An annual 
dressing of bone meal right after 
bloom meets their fertilizing needs. 
Extra superphosphate resUlts in more 
but smaller and inferior blooms while 
high-nitrogen fertilizers force vegeta­
tive instead of flowering growth. When 
cutting flowers or pruning stems, 
covering the cut with a dab of Elmer's 
glue prevents damage by borers. 

The scarcity of tree peonies on the 
Palouse is about to change. The 
University of Idaho Arboretum has 
two new tree peony groves planted in 
the Asian section. The Moscow Garden 
Club raised the funds for one through 
fall plant sales in the community, and 
the other grove is in memory of Hallie 
Seaman. The 32 varieties in these 
groves will be spectacular when mature 
and for many years thereafter. I hope 
you will be one of the tree peony's 
regular visitors once they begin to 
bloom. 

- Story by Marlene Johnston 
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