
Springtime in the Robertson Garden 
St. John’s, Newfoundland 

This slide show is an example of the variety of the changes that have 

occurred over a period of two weeks; i.e., June 20th to July 10th 2013.  

 

The garden is best described as a miniature “Forest Garden”  with 

specific viewpoints that change often dramatically in the spring-summer 

shoulder in particular regardless of the season. Even shaded areas yield 

interesting photos at many scales. For example, the cheerfulness of 

potted annuals appear brighter against a background of darksome 

evergreen trees and ground cover. And that was part of the original plan. 

The downside, is that many visitors literally can’t see the flowers for the 

trees. As in other slide shows the trees of course protect the garden from 

persistently cold and drafty winds – given that St. John’s is the windiest 

and snowiest capital city in Canada.  



The darksome background accentuates the beauty of the alpine plant from Afghanistan 



The new cultivar of St. John’s Wort (Hypericum inodorum ‘Komgre IP’) is a cheerful 

addition to the garden    



The begonias at their showiest in the early morning sun when there are deep shadows in 

the background. The groundcover of Periwinkle softens the sharp contrast between 

sunshine and shadows.  



By late June it is time for the baskets of annuals to compliment the cheerful 

shrubbery and ground cover (mostly Gallium (i.e, bedstraw).   



On of the drawbacks of a Samsung ST5000 camera (and many other models) is that they 

can never capture a decent photograph of red flowers 



Gradually by mid morning the sun penetrates the upper lawn bordered with 

Azaleas, earlier flowering  spring flowers has given way to hostas and other  

ground cover.  



The purpose  of the colourful cedars and a nest spruce are primarily to shelter the sensitive 

shrubs and flowers from the often bitterly cold north-easterly winds.  



Almost  July and the  rhododendrons have not bloomed and the potted begonias are 

suffering from cool nights. However,  the dwarf  Azalea, which often is often covered with 

snow until late April, has been in bloom since May. The golden Spirea, fern and 

Cryptomeria japonica add a interesting touch of diversity – especially against a shaded 

background.  



Underneath the Red Oak an Azalea and Golden Spirea never fail to give a splash of 

bright colours contrasted against the darksome shade of the Hemlock tree.   



By the last week June the Rhododendrons and Weigela come into bloom.  



Formal flower beds tend to look rather plastic after while. No so the diversity of color, 

shapes and erratic changes in flowering and foliage which are much more dynamic. 

The fresh, bright green foliage of the hemlock and cedar trees add a nice touch. 



Under a hemlock is a mixture of evergreen shrubs - Holly, Burning bush, Rhododendron, 

Euonymus, Azalea, Blue Star Juniper, Pieris - and perennials (Gallium, coralberry, 

saxifrage, creeping Jenny, For-get-me-not, hosta, etc., brighten up an otherwise shady 

corner under the hemlock tree in all seasons.  



Entrance to the garden is under  

intertwined dogberry trees (native to 

Newfoundland) and also a tall Rowan 

tree grown from see collected in 

Scotland.  

 

The rowan is revered in Icelandic 

folklore and is a constant reminder of 

the wonderful times in Iceland with 

our many dear and generous friends 

in Iceland – all of them dedicated tree 

planters.  





The beautiful crimson Rhododendron is an invitation to shaded garden and the clothes 

drying lines wich takes advantage of the dry westerly winds.  



Because the neighbors have no trees, the normally shaded area by the clothesline is 

ablaze with bright colors – especially the Euonymus highlighted against dark shadows  



Despite partial sunlight at best one can still achieve a colorful asemblage of  herbs and 

shrubs – great and small.  This by the clothes-drying line which, appropriately, is the 

windiest part of the garden   



This area is deliberately open to the westerly winds to dry clothes. On a hot  sunny 

day, it is very pleasant corner to keep cool while reading a good book. 



There’s about 30 species of trees, great and small in the garden – all raised from seed I collected far 

and wide. Most of the trees are kept small by judicious pruning or shading, The  most interesting is 

the Vietchi ‘s grown from seed collected from trees on the slopes on the Mt. Fujiyama volcano in 

Japan. It has  beautiful cones and in winter  a neighbour takes clippings for Xmas decorations. 



Quite apart from the cheerful foliage of mock orange there’s a bonus a beautiful scent of 

their flowers that waft over the patio on a warm day.   



The beautiful fragrant flowers of golden mock orange are rather short-lived.  



Strategic vista points down the narrow lawn leading out of the garden on the west side   

makes the garden appear much larger than it really is.   



Another illusion to make the garden seem larger, or least add depth, is to add a sculpture. In this case I 

carved old “Haraldur Flatnose” on the bole of an  Austrian pine that got too big.  



About 1975,  two  Austrian pines were  planted in the 

garden in a mixture with other trees. Both grew rapidly, and 

one of which was too close to the house and was cut back, 

leaving a nice stump for me to carve four caricatures which, 

from left to right are :- 

Mrs. Porkpies,  

Haraldur Flat nose the Viking,  

A pretentious Major  

The radio/TV talk-show guy.  

Photos: alexander Robertson 



In late winter (March/April 2012) we were attracted the attention of a pair of woodcarving  

Boreal Chickadees intent on modifying my tree carving with a hole 5 cm in diameter and a 

meter deep. The speed and stamina which these tiny birds carved and raised their young, 

literally non-stop for months, was amazing. They returned in 2013 to raise another brood. 

Photos: alexander Robertson 



Literally a bird’s eye view; i.e., what our nesting Robins enjoy   



 
Newfoundland  

June 28th 2013 

The ivy growing on the red pine (right) is where the Robins have had a nest for many 

years. Normally they raise at least two broods in the summer.  



Under the summer sun would be uncomfortably warm were it not for cool  shadows 

of the Red Oak tree which is preferable to solid roof of a gazebo 



Doing the annual roof inspection gives a new perspective of the garden. Was surprised to 

see we still had a lilac not particularly visible from the ground. Notable trees are red pine,  

hybrid larch, European larch,  thread cypress, Grand fir and hedge maple. Competition for 

light ensures the evergreens are kept short even though planted in 1973 (i40 years ago). 



From a gardener’s [ount of view, around the first week of  July when there’s often cold, 

wet winds that delay flowering and even causes root rot in tender annuals as you can see 

from the  potted Marigold. But the spring of 2013 has been a good year for flowering 

shrubs in particular.   



The Rhododendron in bloom would be rather lonely and uninspiring were it not for  the 

company of  the different shades of  evergreen trees, shrubs and lawn.     



Pity one has to be on the roof to appreciate the beautiful cones the hybrid larch 

and of course the soft green branches of the eastern Hemlock  



One of the important features of the garden NOT to see everything at once – otherwise it would be 

rather tiresome or ‘plastic’ as some say. In this case, the young Japanese cedar (Cryptomeria 

japonica) is situated to partially block the view as one turns the corner  to give a little surprise. 



Similarly the Japanese cedar momentarily hogs the view in the opposite direction from the 

previous slide as if to give a hint of other surprises.   



From the patio is a delightful view towards the cedar hedge across the Gallium, Azalea 

in bloom and bright foliage of Spirea and mock orange before the Rhododendrons was 

in bloom. Unlike other ground cover other herbs can flourish amidst Galium. Such as the 

yellow Iris and the woodland Geranium.   









Star of Bethlehem adding a touch of class to the unruly Galium, Hosta, Mountain 

holly, and Rhododendron  



The Galium is easily 

restricted in in order to 

highlight the Star of 

Bethlehem, Hosta and 

Canterbury Bells (when 

they bloom later in the 

July.  



A good example of Gallium as ground cover to conserve moistre and suppresses weeds 

but not valuable perennials like Irise  and shrubs. Gallium is also easy to remove.  



Yellow Iris enjoying the company of Gallium and Rhododendron 



A section beside the patio which is covered  by 2-3m of snow for  several many 

months; e.g., October to April. As we can the Saxifrage, Iris, Hosta, tiger lilies, 

etc.,  and other perennials are no worse for wear.   



A delightful Star-of-Bethlehem Ornithogalum umbellatum  



Star of Bethlehem holding own among the ferns, Mountain Holly  Azalea and a little 

bit of Scottish heather   



Transplants from the wild are often quite showy such as the fern and the mountain 

holly and blend well with the garden variety of golden Spirea.  



The first to bloom as early as March is  heath (Erica) followed by the Azalea in mid 

April when there’s often some lingering snow drifts.  



Near the middle tier of the garden 

it is the pleasant diversity of 

colour and form of the trees that 

around the red Rhododendron   

 

In the foreground are Golden 

Mock Orange and columnar 

cedar, part of a tall cedar hedge 

on the left, a very slender purple 

leaf beech and Eastern Hemlock 

in front of tall Austrian pine.  

 

In fact, there is no single focusing 

point – although the 

Rhododendron is a kind of 

vanishing point the prevents the 

scene from being a chaotic free-

for-all.  



This section doesn't get a lot of snow pile onto it but survives hard frost. 

The forget-me-nots are a welcome, short-lived, colonizer.  



Stepping of the patio to the left we are greeted with this cheerful and multicolored and 

diverse array of flowering and non-flowering plants.  



Flowers Weigela trimmed in winter are never quite as showy but this one useful for 

propping up the Peonies.   



With most of the spring flowers having faded away the few photogenic Peonies add a 

new touch to the garden. Being a gusty spot, they are propped up by the Weigela shrub 

rather than a stake.   



There’s a pleasant and easy access from the patio to main level of the garden 

between the Hosta and Alberta dwarf spruce. Makes for great photo ops.  



This beautiful dwarf Azalea was not bothered by being under snow for several 

months. Likewise, the periwinkle. The light green foliage is the emerging 

native crackerberry (cornus canadensis)  



In the early years the garden had cracker berry as ground cover.  



Every year the Valentine’s dwarf rose is planting the garden. Its bronze colored 

leaves make a nice contrast beside a young crackerberry.   



The adventurous English Ivy has colonized the bank and been allowed to grow up the larch tree in the 

background then crawl back along the bank to climb up the Red Pine tree – much to the delight of 

Robins and other small birds who use it for nesting.   



The front garden is notable more  for it usually manicured trees and shrubs  



The Rhododendron and colourful trimmed trees and bushes take the sharp off 

concrete and tarmac of this broad cul-de-sac. During the winter, city council snow 

plows litterally bury the shrubs with many tones of snow and ice – which I call street 

bergs. But still they put on a great show every spring.   



The Laburnum tree and white 

Rhododendron get much 

long sunlight hours than the 

back (main) garden which 

gives earlier and longer-lasting 

blooms. But, it gets much snow  

from clearing the driveway 



Most people locally cover their Rhodendrons with burlap in the winter. I never have. Even this 

30+ year old beauty is batter my snow flying out of the snow blower, it has never been 

covered in winter. So Rhodendrons are tougher than most local gardeners think.  



This beautiful old Azalea has a delicate, almost Angelic, disposition   



The ground cover of Begonias have finished flowering and given centre stage to 

the beautiful and delicate Azalea.   



For general house maintenance 

it is essential to be able to mount 

ladders on the east side of the 

house. Hence the wide steps 

with gravel surface. While most 

owners would struggle to keep 

the gravel weed-free, a more 

option is to grow a mixture of 

hard-wearing, resilient ground 

cover. In this case Rock rose and 

Irish moss (Sagina subulata). 

 

Ever spring there’s naturally 

seed hybrid larch, eastern white 

cedar, Norway spruce and white 

birch – which eventually are 

planted out around the city.  

 

 



At the top of the stairs is the eastern entranced graced by a beautiful 

bridal wreath (Spirea) and Geraniums.  



The rather giant 2m high nest spruce and Golden cedar are normally used by birds 

to escape from cats and have occasionally nested in it. The gold spirea, potentilla, 

and small hosta grow quite well despite the dense mat of periwinkle and English ivy.    



The camera gives a misleading photo with seemingly well lit pathway with flowering 

Galium. In reality is very dark grass cannot grow under it. But the Gallium is very 

happy and even flowers profusely. Whereas, the Geranium is very shy of the dark.   



Beyound the geraniums and under the dark shade of the Gloden cedar and Nest 

spruce Gallium was substituted for reluctant grass.  



The first rule about gardening in snowy climates is to cultivate trees and shrubs that can 

take a heavy load of snow and ice. In some years heavy snow comes in early spring.  



This very large “Nest’ Spruce” (Picea abies “nidiformis”)  can grow quite large and 

doesn’t mind very heavy loads of snow and ice.     


