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rchitects have made wonderful progress in residential design, creating interesting facades that are a big 
improvement over the post-WWII “people boxes” so prevalent in my youth.  Unfortunately, that same careful 
planning seems to have been overlooked outside the structure.  The inevitable concrete driveways and sidewalks 

are generally poured in positions that not only lack artistic grace, but also create some very tight spaces for landscaping 
near the home‟s foundation.   
 
Tall elements are often desired for design purposes—beside the entry, flanking a garage, or at the corners of the home.  
But the landscaper is likely to encounter unrealistically small spaces—typically only a few feet of soil surrounded by 
pavement and the structure.  A similar situation occurs at the corners of the home, which may be as little as five to seven 
feet from the property line where there is simply insufficient room for the usual plants, often hollies, to mature.  Like St. 
Bernard puppies, they‟re cute when they‟re little, but a whole new story when they‟re grown!   
 
To combat relentless shrub growth, the homeowner has no choice except to keep whacking away at plants to maintain 
walkways and preserve views out windows, perpetuating the “green meatball” look so prevalent in the shrub beds of 
today‟s neighborhoods.   
 
Since it is the rare homeowner or landscaping service that is expert at creating bonsai, excessive pruning takes a toll on 
plant health with resulting decline in just a few years; just one reason landscapers estimate an average installation requires 
renovation in just six to ten years.  This is an avoidable waste of money, time and plants.  Happily, homeowners can 
readily obtain plants at local nurseries whose growth habits are narrow and upright, making them well suited for these 
problem spots while satisfying design needs.  
 
Several of the Japanese hollies, Ilex crenata, have forms that permit their use in very small spaces.  „Steeds‟ Holly is fairly 
well known and gets 8 feet high x 4 feet wide, while „Sky Pencil,‟ with its rigidly vertical branches, can grow 8 feet high x 
2 feet wide.  „Jersey Pinnacle,‟ with similar vertical branching, may reach a height of 12 feet high and width of 3 feet.  Ilex 
vomitoria „Will Fleming‟ is similar in size and habit to I. crenata „Sky Pencil.‟   
 
Ligustrum japonicum ‘Rotundifolium‟, the roundleaf Japanese privet previously 
called L. japonicum „Coriaceum‟, has nearly round leaves borne compactly on 
a plant that matures to about 5 feet high x 3 feet wide and looks slightly 
contorted.   
 
These last four plants elicit strong opinions from observers who either love 
or hate them for their unusual forms.  The hollies are heat-tolerant, 
evergreen, can take sun or part shade, average moisture and drainage, and 
have no notable pest problems, while the privet may do better in part shade.   
 
Euonymus japonicus „Green Spire‟ (pictured right) is a very versatile shrub, 
attaining a maximum size of about 7 feet high x 2 feet wide, is evergreen 
and takes sun or shade.  Unlike most euonymus, „Green Spire‟ is not 
susceptible to scale insects, and has no disease problems.  It has a formal 
look without requiring much pruning to maintain it, and its size makes it 
very suitable for privacy plantings on smaller properties. 
 
Junipers constitute a very diverse and useful family of plants, several of 
which have the desirable narrow forms described here.  Evergreen, all 
junipers do best in full sun and less than average moisture.  They do need to be periodically examined for evidence of 
mites and bagworms, but are otherwise hardy and disease-free.   
 
Juniperus chinensis „Hetzii columnaris‟ has attractive gray-green foliage and grows to 12 feet high x 4 to 5 feet wide, so it 
stays in good proportion for corner use on single- or two-story homes.  Several J. scopulorum varieties meet our criteria, 
including the rich green „Spartan‟ and blue-gray „Skyrocket‟, which both grow 15 to 20 feet high and up to 5 feet wide.  

A 



„Pathfinder‟ is a distinctive blue color and remains a narrow column reaching 10 feet high x 4 feet wide at ten years, but 
matures to 25 feet high x 15 feet wide at twenty years.  For long-term use, it needs a wider berth.   
 
I have abandoned use of „Wichita Blue‟ because of recurring brown out of foliage during late summer, which may be due 
to the fungus phomopsis.  (This is the opinion of some Extension personnel with whom I‟ve consulted; however, 
laboratory examination of the soil, roots, plant stems and foliage failed to detect an infectious agent.)   
 
A fellow Extension Master Gardener Volunteer recommends „Rigida‟ (or „Temple Juniper‟) as a beautiful shrub with 
erect stems bearing contorted and pendulous branchlets, reaching 7 feet high x 2 feet wide.   

 
The Arborvitae family, Thuja occidentalis, offers „Degroot‟s Spire‟ with green evergreen 
foliage, 12- to 15-foot height and 3-foot width.  T. occidentalis „Yellow Ribbon‟, with its 
wonderful golden foliage, is a variety I‟ve admired at the J.C. Raulston Arboretum, but I 
haven‟t yet seen it in a nursery.  A search or special order would certainly be worthwhile to 
obtain this beauty.  („Yellow Ribbon‟ is pictured left.)   
 
While I‟ve primarily mentioned those plants that are readily available locally, an extensive 
list of lesser known varieties that would provide plant connoisseurs with plenty of foliage 
colors and other traits of distinction from which to choose are available.  Hawks Ridge 
Nursery near Hickory and Yadkin Valley Nursery outside Yadkinville are good sources, 
but beware their more northern locations allow them to raise varieties that don‟t tolerate 
our Piedmont summers well, so caveat emptor.  DL   
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