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The bizarre nature of the idea of growing
palms outside in colder climates is probably the
thing which attracts most people to it. Surpris-
ingly there is a good number of species from
which to choose, and with a l itt le common sense
and care, we can achieve results which are every
bit as satisfying as those of our colleagues in the
tropics. Additionally the effect can be even more
exciting since it is so unexpected and so unlike-
ly.

While there are many 'hardy palms,' they can
be mainly categorized into three groups according
to their climatic requirements. Firstly, those
palms that are extremely hardy to cold but which
grow slowly if there is little summer heat. Exam-
ples are Rhapidophyllun,, some Sabal, Nannor-
rhops, Trithrinat( campestris and Serenoa. Second-
ly, those which while needing protection against
low temperatures, grow very well in cool summers.
These include Ceroxylon, Rhopalostylis" Para-
jubaea, Washingtonia and. Arenga among many
others. Finally the third group contains the most
reliable species and certainly the best for the be-
ginner. These palms are those which combine the
desirable attributes of the other two groups, that
is, they are extremely hardy to cold but they also
grow well in our often barely mild, temperate sum-
mers. We are fortunate to be able to number Tnra-
chycarpus, Chamaerops, Butia, Jubaeo and some
Brahea as the hardiest in this group.

Cultivation techniques for our temperate
palms are in general identical to any others, and
most hardly palms, with the possible exception
ofa few odd species such as Guihaia spp. or Tra-
chycarpus nanu,s, are among the easiest to grow
of all palms. They all require suitable soil, ap-
propriate nutrients, and an adequate supply of
water. An idea of where the palm originates from
will provide clues as to its requirements. Palms
from desert-like and other dry, open areas grow

best in a heavier, open, sandy or gritty soil with
perfect drainage and a low humus content.
Species from humid forests will require a lighter,
humus-rich soil and will benefit a lot from heavy
mulching. The pH of the soil plays only a minor
role for nearly all temperate palms. All require
an abundance of water during periods of growth
and providing this can dramatical ly increase the
speed with which the palm grows. Trachycarpus

fortunei for example has been reported as grow-
ing a foot of trunk per year when heavily watered
and claims of twice this are probably not exag-
gerated. On poor and dry soi l .  i t  wi l l  struggle to
stay alive and can remain in a semi-dormant
state for years.

Like the more tropical species, al l  temperate
palms benefit greatly from regular applications
of a suitable fertilizer throughout the growing
season wh ich .  whether  o rgan ic  o r  inorgan ic .
should be high in nitrogen, potassium, and mag-
nesium and should contain al l  necessary trace
elements. A fol iar feed with potassium in autumn
is a good idea to harden off your palms for the
winter.

One of the benefi ts of our temperate cl imate is
the general absence of pests, and while our col-
leagues in the tropics have to worry about scales
and mites, thrips and mould, we can relax about
these issues as they are rarely a problem; any
pests that do occur are generally wiped out by
the following winter's cold.

Posit ioning a palm, especial ly i f  considered
marginal for your climatic zore, can play a most
important part in its ability to survive the winter
months without damage. As frost usually is the
most l imit ing factor, choosing the warmest
places in your garden can make all the differ-
ence. Part icularly good microcl imates can gen-
eral ly be found in the sun-facing sides of bui ld-
ings, walls, evergreen trees etc. and on sloping
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l .  Sabal minor (top). Tiachycarpus nartianus (bottom). (Photos by S. Zona)
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ground, where cold air can move away and does
not collect. In many areas, however, wind can be
inore of a problem than cold, especially if near
the coast, and fan palms in particular can be bat-
tered by winter winds to the extent that they look
more dead than alive. Shelter from the prevailing
wind is thus of great importance and this should
be taken into account early on when planning the
exotic.garden. Consider that wind in winter usu-
ally also brings that nasty cold weather and will
add to potential damage by its chill factor.

Some hardy and half-hardy palms (Ceroxylon,
Rhopalostylis, Arenga), prefer shade from the
sun, and shade can be doubly beneficial since
shady spots often also provide protection by
overhead trees from both cold and wind.
Charnaedorea species, such as C. rad,icalis and
C. microspadir which are both extremely hardy
to cold and incidentally much under-used, also
fit into this category. Being small understory
palms, they can receive optimum protection from
frost by being positioned under other, taller,
plants.

As enthusiasts become more confident of the
ability of their palms to withstand cold and the
other rigors of winter, so new species are being
tried and rated for their performance. While it is
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true to say that there are in fact rather few palms
for those marginal climates, providing even the
minimum of protection during the coldest peri-
ods dramatically increases the number that can
be grown. Temporary shelters built with styro-
foam, bubble plastic, reed mats, burlap, plant
fleeces etc. are quick and easy to erect but very
efficient and will protect your plants from those
few frosty freaks in otherwise agreeable temper-
ate-zone winters. It is good advice to protect your
plants only in those periods of extreme cold
which make it absolutely necessary and keep
them exposed to the elements as long as possible.

An occasional failure will not put off the dedi-
cated hardy palm enthusiast and it is, after all,
the results of pure experimenting that has en-
abled us to come such a long way from the days
when the first Trachycarpus to arrive at the Royal
Botanic Gardens, Kew was planted in the tropi-
cal palm house there. The increasing number of
chapters of the I.P.S. that are devoted to hardy
palms is an indi-c.4tion of just how popular this
parlic ular brarr cfr. ofhorticul ture is becom i n g.
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