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Microbiota decussata has a natural affinity for rocks

brown” while those who find it appealing

describe the color as anything from “magnificent
copper” to “rich bronze” or “burgundy purple.”
Beauty (and color descriptions) are clearly in the
eye of the beholder. Plants grown where they
are shaded during the winter show less bronzing
than those in full sun. Some plants seem to green
up more quickly than others in the spring; per-
haps in the future nursery growers should select
for this trait in new cultivars.

Being a conifer, Microbiota decussata does of
course bear cones, but they are so small as to be
hardly noticeable. Male and female cones occur
on the same plant—in other words, it is monoe-
cious. The male cones are the smaller, about
one-sixteenth to one-eighth inch long; they
release pollen in the spring. Female cones, about
one-eighth inch long, consist of a single naked
seed held within two to four leathery scales; the
seeds mature in late summer or early autumn.

It is a very cold hardy plant, surviving through
USDA zone 3 {average annual minimum temper-
ature minus 30 degrees to minus 40 degrees F). In
fact, it seems to prefer cooler climates and may
fail to thrive in areas warmer than USDA zone
6. Excellent soil drainage is a must, but as long
as the site is well drained the plant can adapt
to a range of soil types and pH levels. It grows
well in evenly moist soil, but once established
it also tolerates drier conditions. An inch or two

of organic mulch—wood chips,
shredded bark, or pine needles—
applied in a wide circle around the
plant will help keep the root zone
cool and moist. So far M. decus-
sata has not shown susceptibility
to Phomopsis tip blight, a com-
mon disease problem for some of
the spreading junipers, and appears
to be free of other major disease or
insect problems.

When Microbiota decussata
started to become available in
nurseries it was often touted as
extremely shade tolerant. This
was seen as a great advantage over
spreading junipers, which grow
poorly and exhibit thinning foliage
in shade. More experience with
M. decussata has led to modified recommenda-
tions, however. It too is prone to limited growth
and thinner foliage when grown 1n dense, full
shade, so the better choice seems to be partial
shade or full sun exposure. In regions with hot
summers this Siberian native appears to benefit
from partial shade, especially in the afternoon.

Microbiota decussata is usually sold in con-
tainers at nurseries and garden centers, but
is also available from a number of mail order
garden catalogs. While it can be grown from
seed, most commercial propagation is by rooted
stem cuttings.

This is a plant with multiple uses in the land-
scape. Because of its low height and wide spread,
it makes an ideal evergreen groundcover, its ferny,
layered foliage creating a three-dimensional
effect that is lacking in many groundcovers. It
has a natural affinity for rocks, whether sweep-
ing around the base of a well-placed decorative
boulder or spilling over the top of a stone retain-
ing wall. Attractive alone, it also combines well
with small deciduous shrubs, herbaceous peren-
nials, and other conifers. Even its bronze winter
color shows to advantage when contrasted with
the dark green foliage of evergreens, the colorful
fruit of shrubs like Ilex verticillata ‘Red Sprite’,
or the light tones of ornamental grasses.

For a note about the author, see page 25.



