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ne of my most frequent gripes is the “builder‟s landscape package,” which invariably places shrubs too close to 
the foundation to accommodate their mature size, and frequently installs in front of low windows a collection 
of plants that will naturally grow six to nine feet high.  I‟m convinced these so-called landscapers don‟t think at 

all, just grab the first evergreens to fall off their trucks and stick them in the ground.  It‟s not long before the unlucky 
new homeowner is seeking help.   
 
That is why a frequent request in garden centers is for shrubs that stay short so they won‟t outgrow their location.  Often 
these plants are needed to serve as foundation plants in front of low windows, for a low border at the edge of planting 
beds or sidewalks, or for low hedges.  Of course, most customers qualify their request—no hollies, no azaleas, no 
junipers; nothing with spiked leaves or thorns; it must be evergreen, bloom and be attractive all the time.  My usual 
response is “God forgot to make that plant!”  Then we start examining the short list of possibilities.   
 
The shortest of evergreen shrubs are the creeping junipers—Juniperus 
horizontalis; shore junipers, J. conferta, and sergeant junipers, J. chinensis 
sargentii.  They stay under eighteen inches tall, spread at a moderate rate to 
serve as ground covers, and aren‟t necessarily boring.  Seek out the varieties 
with colored foliage, like J. conferta „Blue Pacific‟ or J. horizontalis „Bar 
Harbor‟ (a cousin of „Blue Rug‟), which has blue foliage in summer and 
turns purple in fall.  Don‟t be misled by its New England-sounding name—
it is very heat and drought tolerant.   
 
The harder to find J. horizontalis, „Mother Lode‟, a variety patented by 
Monrovia Nurseries, has distinctive yellow foliage that adds real zip to any 
planting scheme.  Junipers need full sun, low fertility and good drainage.  
They should be planted at least three feet apart to discourage the spread of 
spider mites, to which they are susceptible in late summer. 

Pictured: Juniperus horizontalis ‘Mother Lode’ 

 
The shortest of the hollies in common cultivation is the dwarf yaupon holly, Ilex vomitoria „Nana‟.  My guess is that it got 
that unattractive name because it‟s used ad nauseum—but for good reason!  It is a tough little plant that can grow in either 
sun or part shade, is practically pest-free (it occasionally gets leaf miners), and makes no cultural demands.  Its slightly 
gray-toned foliage provides a subtle contrast to the usual greens, and a nice foil to plants of other foliage colors.  While 
nurserymen tell customers to expect it to stay about two feet tall, it can get up to four feet high, with a spread of three to 
five feet.  But it adapts to severe pruning, so it is possible to maintain it at a lower height. 
 
Next on my list is Gardenia jasminoides „Radicans‟, the dwarf gardenia.  A low, spreading plant, it stays under two feet high 
and spreads two to three feet wide.  It does get fragrant white flowers in summer—if you are willing to grovel on your 

belly to smell them!  Yes, I do that, but I‟m an admitted eccentric.  Hardy to 20F, you‟ll need to watch the weather 
channel in mid-winter and cover the plant whenever the temperatures are predicted to hit the twenties or lower.  Though 
widely sold, it is considered only marginally hardy here in the Carolina Piedmont.   
 
The Abelia grandiflora „Confetti‟ is, at its best, a nice variegated small shrub, sporting green, pink, and cream colors in its 
foliage, and it stays in a neat mound about two feet high.  Its repeating summer flowers are rather inconspicuous against 
all that foliar interest.  Evergreen, it prefers full sun, but will tolerate part shade.  Its performance seems to be erratic—
some specimens are showstoppers, while others look like they‟ve got the mange.  It won‟t tolerate wet conditions.  This 
is the voice of experience speaking.  Planted in a wet spring, mine died within a month. 
 
Then there are the Satsuki hybrid azaleas, which include the Gumpos in white, pink, salmon or bicolor.  Evergreen, 
reaching two to four feet high, they will spread three to five feet wide.  With dense dull-green foliage, they bear three-
inch single flowers.  They bloom very late.  Mine just began to bloom the first of June when there is so much else of 
interest in the garden I hardly notice them.  Some years, because the bloom occurs in the midst of their spring growth 
spurt, the flowers are hidden beneath the new foliage, which results in a disappointing display.  Preferring part shade, 
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they do have some sun tolerance, but overexposure will lead to stressed plants which are more likely to get pest 
problems, notably the azalea lacebug and mites.   
 
Last on the short list of short evergreens are the boxwoods, Buxus sempervirens „Suffruticosa‟ and B. microphylla „Koreana‟, 
which can, if you plant them in your youth and then live long enough to see it happen, grow to four feet high.  I have 
never recommended these plants.  Because they are extremely slow growing, they are hard to find in any quantity, 
expensive to purchase, and are fraught with potential pest problems—leaf miners, spider mites, nematodes, root rot and 
scale.  They tend to get leaf scorch in full sun here, so a partial shade situation is required, with moderate consistent 
moisture for their shallow root systems.  I also object to that pungent “eau du tomcat” fragrance boxwoods often emit.  
When I yearn for that sense of an old Southern garden with boxwood-lined strolling paths, I‟ll gladly visit them at Wing 
Haven Gardens & Bird Sanctuary, and happily go back home without them.  (See www.winghavengardens.com.)   
 

For those people willing to consider deciduous 
plants, I recommend Spireae bumalda „Goldmound‟ 
(yellow), and Berberis thuringensis „Crimson Pigmy‟ 
(burgundy) for their colorful foliage contributions to 
the summer landscape.  Both stay under three feet 
tall.  „Crimson Pigmy‟ stays in a compact mound, 
while the „Goldmound‟ is somewhat of a spreader, 
without causing any control problems.  Other 
possibilities are Deutzia gracillis and cotoneasters, but, 
personally, I‟m underwhelmed with the performance 
of either of these, so I never recommend them 
either.   
 
I do, however, like the charming Hydrangea macrophylla 
„Pia‟.  A two-feet-tall dwarf with a spread of about 
three feet, „Pia‟ bears large clusters of carmine red 
flower clusters in mid-summer.  The cut flowers dry 

well and retain pink tones for a striking winter bouquet.  Available in somewhat short supply, it is worth hunting for this 
plant. 
 
I‟m sure there are some other worthy plants that could be added to this list, but the growers‟ choices and supply issues 
usually limit availability of lesser-known plants.  DL   
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