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ave you ever experienced a memory flashback when you came across a familiar scent?  Whenever I smell lilacs, 
vivid memories of my childhood come to mind, such as playing with my friend on a warm spring day with the 
lovely perfume of lilacs drifting through my bedroom window.   

 
That is the power of the sweet fragrance of Tea Olive, Osmanthus fragrans. 
 

Tea olive is an old favorite in Southern gardens.  This hardy and 
long-lived shrub is evergreen with shiny, leathery foliage.  The dark 
green leaves resemble holly leaves, which explains one of its 
common names: False Holly.  The attractive and very dense foliage 
of tea olive make it a great choice for a hedge, a screen, a back drop 
for lower growing plants, or even as a specimen plant.  It is a well-
behaved shrub due to its slow to moderate growth rate and the fact 
it is a low maintenance plant requiring minimal pruning.   If space is 
limited, older species can be pruned into a small tree form.   
 
Tea olive’s hardy characteristics may be one reason that it is 
virtually pest free.  Occasionally scale may be a problem, but an 
infestation is easily remedied with horticultural oil.  Disease under 
normal and healthy growing conditions is almost nonexistent.  
However, periods of either extended drought or excessive moisture, 
can make the shrub vulnerable to disease.   

 
The acidic soil of the Piedmont is perfect for Osmanthus fragrans.  O. fragrans prefers a somewhat moist but well drained 
location; it is drought tolerant once established.  Light requirements are sun to partial shade.  However, too much shade 
will cause spindly, less dense growth.  If planted in a favorable location, expect a mature shrub to reach 10 to 20 feet in 
height and just slightly less in width.   
 
Tea olive normally flowers in the fall, but may also have some flowers in early spring.  The creamy white flowers, 
although small, grow in clusters that are quite large, and when numerous very showy.  The flowers and fragrance are 
often compared to jasmine, and will perfume a large area of your garden.   
 
The perfect shrub for a Southern garden, tea olive is long-lived, evergreen, low maintenance, drought tolerant, disease 
and pest free, with a long flowering period and heavenly aroma.  Plant a specimen near your entry way, a window or 
patio where it can be enjoyed.  On a breezy day, let the lovely tea olive fragrance fill your home—a scent so sweet and 
intensely fragrant you will never forget it.  MM 
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The non-copyrighted picture used in this article was gleaned from the Internet.   

 
Maureen McCracken is an Extension Master Gardener Volunteer with Mecklenburg County, NC.   
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