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 Doug Justice first fell in love 
with cherry trees when he 
was a teenager delivering 

newspapers in south Vancouver.
Associate director and curator 

of collections at the U BC Botani-
cal Garden, Justice well remem-
bers coming upon a beautiful 
Akebono cherry in full bloom for 
the first time and being stopped 
in his tracks — and bowled over 
by the fragrance and “captivat-
ing look” of the gorgeous pink 
blossoms.

“When you encounter a cherry 
tree in full bloom, it is very hard 
not to think ‘What a beautiful 
object.’  

“It has such natural, graceful 
lines, and there is a wonderful 
smell to it, and the colour is not 
jarring at all. 

“There is a delicacy to the flow-
ers when they are slowly open-
ing and another level of beauty 
when they fully open and when 
they start to fall, they have a spe-
cial, gentle beauty. Frankly, it’s 
hard to hate a cherry tree in full 
bloom.”

It was natural this week for 
Justice to be at the launch of the 
ninth annual Vancouver Cherry 
Blossom Festival, which got 
underway yesterday  and runs to 
April 29. For full details of the 
festival go tovcbf.ca.

Not only does Justice have 
a long-standing love of cherry 

trees, he is also the author of the 
festival’s popular and definitive 
guide, Ornamental Cherries in 
Vancouver. 

This 124-page book lists a total 
of 54 cultivars and provides a 
colour photo and cultural profile 
for each variety for identification 
purposes.

It is certainly a work worth 
having in hand as you do what 
the festival is urging us to do this 
month — stop and appreciate the 
delicacy and beauty of the cherry 
blossoms.

In Vancouver, there are really 
three key seasons of cherry trees: 
early blooming (January to 
March), mid-blooming (March 
to April) and late blooming 
(April to May). However, not all 
of the 54 varieties mentioned in 
Justice’s book are worth planting 
in the garden.

“Being the critical horticultur-
ist that I am, I have studied and 
catalogued these trees for years 
and have tried to figure out why 
some of them look so horrible 
while others are amazing,” he 
says.

They are certainly ideal trees 
for planting in home gardens 
and as street trees because they 
are tough and tolerate our shal-
low soils and summer droughts, 
he says.

“Most are moderate in size, 
easy to locate and have a variety 

of crown profiles — something 
planners and designers like — 
and they also offer a variety of 
flower colour.”

It is also significant that colder 
parts of Canada cannot grow 
them, but we can because our 
West Coast climate is closer to 
what the trees like in maritime 
Japan, where most of them come 
from.

In the early blooming cate-
gory, there are nine key cultivars 
listed, most of which are variet-
ies of Prunus subhirtella.

Some, such as Autumnalis and 
Autumnalis Rosea, flower very 
early, even in January, making 
some people think spring has 
come very early.

The best two for home gardens 
in this group, according to Jus-
tice, are pink flowering Whit-
comb and Accolade. 

“They are not only beautiful 
but these two varieties are survi-
vors with a reliable track record,” 
says Justice.

“What you need to consider 
when buying an ornamental 
cherry is how much stress it can 
tolerate from drought in summer 
and poor air circulation and still 
look good. 

“These trees really need to be in 
the open with good light and air 
circulation. They develop prob-
lems when they don’t get these 
things.”

Okame is a cultivar in the early 
blooming group, for instance, 
that does very well in Britain, 
but is more susceptible here to 
brown rot, a disease that can also 
affect Autumnalis and Autumna-
lis Rosea.

“They often end up looking a 
little bedraggled with witches-
broom-like canopies, so I would 
think twice about planting these 
cultivars.”

In the mid-season category, 
Justice names 26 cultivars, but 
he says the ones that stand out 
are Akebono, Yae-ben-shidare 
and Snow Goose.

Akebono can tolerate a lot of 
abuse — especially being injudi-
ciously pruned — while Yae-ben-
shidare is one of the better dou-
ble-flowered cherries.

Snow Goose is almost identical 
to Umineko and has beautiful 
green leaves that contrast well 
against the clean, white flowers.

“One cultivar you don’t see as 
much these days is Pandora, but 
it is the perfect size for a residen-
tial garden.

“I don’t know why nurseries 
haven’t taken it up. It is easy to 
grow from cuttings. It used to be 
much more popular years ago. 
It blooms about a week ahead of 
Akebono in early March,” says 
Justice.

In the late-blooming category, 
he lists 17 varieties, including 

Kanzan, the most extensively 
planted cherry tree on Vancou-
ver streets. 

But his pick of the best is 
Ukon, a tough old cultivar that 
has a reputation as a great 
performer. 

“Some people find the colour a 
little challenging — pink turning 
white with a slight yellow tone. 
But I like it,” says Justice.

Shirofugen is another star per-
former, one of the last to bloom 
and one of the longest bloom-
ing, changing from pink to 
white blossoms and then turn-
ing pink again just as the foli-
age is emerging bronze turning 
green.

“This tree has a lot of great 
colour changes throughout the 
season, but other attractive qual-
ities are that it is a flat-topped 
tree, not too broad.”

Varieties to avoid, he says, 
include Takasago and Pink Per-
fection, neither of which do well 
in our climate. 

Ornamental cherry trees do 
not grow as well in contain-
ers compared with Japanese 
maples, partly because of the 
grafting process, which means 
the root systems can be rigorous 
and quickly outgrow the con-
fined space of a container, says 
Justice.

“Small cherries grafted onto 
smaller-growing varieties do OK, 
but most are not and suckering 
can become a problem.”

Plum trees also flower early 
in Vancouver and also put on a 
good show. 

There are at least 13,000 
planted on Vancouver streets 
bolstering the colour of the 
17,800 cherry trees.

Justice says it is easy to tell a 
plum tree from a cherry tree, 
even as you drive by. 

“Plums have a more rounded 
canopy and smooth, dark brown 
bark. Cherries have a straight 
brown stem with horizontal lines 
and variety of crown shapes, 
more typically flat rather than 
round.”
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Doug Justice is associate director and curator of collections at the UBC Botanical Garden and is author of Ornamental Cherries in Vancouver, the Cherry Blossom Festival’s guidebook.

Picking the best cherries
Top varieties: 
Ideal trees for 
Vancouver are 
tough and tolerate 
our shallow soils 
and summer 
droughts
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The following garden clubs 
were missed in our recent 
roundup of spring plant sales:
• Vancouver Dahlia Society will 
hold its annual tuber sale from 
10:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. on April 
11 in the Floral Hall at VanDusen 
Gardens, 37th and Oak Street, 
Vancouver. For more information 
contact Carole Rollie at 778-571- 
2370 or crollie@shaw.ca.

• Point Grey Chrysanthemum 
Association will hold its annual 
plant sale from 9 a.m. to noon 
on April 18 in the Cedar Room at 
VanDusen Gardens, 37th and Oak 

Street, Vancouver. For more infor-
mation contact Marie Ogryzlo at 
604-261-9219 or 
ogryzio@chem.ubc.ca.

• South Surrey Garden Club will 
hold its annual plant sale from 
9 a.m. to noon on May 9 at St. 
Mark’s Church, 12953 20th Ave., 
South Surrey. With 350 members, 
the club is celebrating its 25th 
year. For more information con-
tact Elizabeth Davies at 
604-535-3525.
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