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	Page 1: The only trick to growing camellias is at planting.  When done right, they can almost be neglected and will perform year after year.  Camellias bloom in the fall and through the winter, depending on the species.  Now is the time to shop for camellias in nurseries because they are in bloom and you can easily decide which variety you like.  

There are about a dozen species of camellias, but three major ones:  Camellia japonica, C. reticulata, and C. sasanqua.  Briefly described, C. japonica is what most people automatically think of as a camellia and around here they require afternoon shade to get through our hot summer afternoons.  C. reticulata have “spectacularly" large flowers, but because they bloom on tall lanky, ungraceful plants that can eventually become trees, they are not a favorite for the average garden.  On the other hand C. sasanquas are very useful in the garden, since they can be planted in sunny spots (although a little afternoon shade helps prevent sunburn on the leaves).  C. sasanquas are also the early bloomers of the camellia season, beginning in autumn and finishing in winter when the C. japonicas take center stage. 

Camellias are versatile, quite easy to grow, and perform surprisingly well in our San Joaquin Valley climate.  The japonicas perform better when just a few simple guidelines are followed.  Plant them on the north side of the house or under the shade of tall trees and cover their roots with a 3” thick layer of bark mulch to keep soil cooler in hot summer months.  In winter they can take our gray days and cold, moist soils.  

Choose an area in your garden and dedicate it to more acid loving plants like azaleas, gardenias, and hydrangeas.  Because our soils typically range in pH from 6.5-7.5 (and even higher in some salty alkaline areas) we need to spend time preparing our soil before planting camellias.  But that is the extent of the fuss.  Thoroughly mix in amendments like peat moss, camellia-azalea planting mix, (gypsum, if your soil is alkaline and salty), and compost, then plant the plants slightly high so water drains away from the trunk.  Be sure the area drains water fast, as camellia roots do not like to be soggy.

Established plants (over 3 years old with full foliage that offers shade to their own roots) can get by with little supplemental water in summer as opposed to copious amounts of water that some people think is needed.  Fertilize a few times with a commercial acid plant food in the weeks and months following bloom.  Pruning is easy.  Just prune to shape and pinch back to keep bushy.  If and when the shrub gets too bushy so you can’t see the flowers, that’s the time to thin out a few branches and let a little more light into the center.  Some varieties bear too many buds, more than they can open.  Some bud drop is normal, but excessive drop may be due to underwatering or spells of very low humidity.
	Page 2: Six flower forms are recognized by the American Camellia Society:  single, semi-double, formal double, peony form, anemone form, and rose form.  Colors include various shades of red, pink, white, and some are even striped like peppermint candy.  Individual blooms range from 2-5 inches across and are quite showy.  Single and semi-double forms have a conspicuous cluster of yellow-gold stamens in flower center adding striking contrast.  There are over 3000 named varieties of camellias.  

Hybrid camellias result from crosses between two or more species.  I recently saw these offered by Monrovia Growers: 
• The ‘Debbie” Camellia has rich deep rose-pink flowers in both peony and anemone form on the same bush.  Flowers open in late winter and provide an ideal background or understory shrub that is dense enough to serve for foundation plantings or as an accent plant.  This camellia is slow growing but can reach 20 feet with maturity. 
• Camellia x ‘Buttermint’ has beautiful pale buttery-yellow semi-double flowers that brighten up any shade garden.  Fragrant flowers contrast against lush deep green foliage.  This bush grows relatively fast to six feet tall.  
• The ‘Fairy Blush’ camellia is a moderate growing shrub that only grows 4-5 feet tall.  This bush performs well in small courtyards or patios.  In early spring, deep pink buds open to reveal dainty single white flowers each blushed pink around the edges with showy stamens.  Lots of smaller blossoms along a stem offer a delightful fragrance.

There are hundreds of varieties that are available locally.  You can find camellias that bloom at slightly different times, giving you showy flowers from late October through March.  Chase away the winter blues of dull gray days by cutting colorful camellia blooms with a few glossy leaves attached.  Bring inside to float in a glass bowl and you’ll start to feel like spring is in the air.  
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