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Lemon Eucalyptus

By Suzie Cook, Master Gardener



It is almost an article of faith among experienced gardeners that fast-growing trees should never be planted, because they are weak, subject to disease and insect damage, and short-lived.  Fast-growing trees are the kind that shysters sell through the mail to people like Rita L. and Franklin D. of Salina, Kansas, who endorse them on the back page of the Sunday newspaper supplement.  No self-respecting gardener would have one in the yard.

But the Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardeners have a fast-growing tree at the Green Acres Demonstration Garden at Texas AgriLife Extension (611 E. Mimosa, Rockport), and it’s a beauty.  The lemon eucalyptus (Eucalyptus citriodora) on the east side of the  building has grown to about 40 feet tall in less than ten years, yet it is healthy, sturdy, free of insects, and as graceful a tree as any landscape designer could sketch.  Its long, tapered, evergreen leaves look smooth (but feel rough to the touch) and release a lemon-soap scent when bruised.  The leaves are attached with red stems to slightly weeping branches that are strong enough to support birds looking for shelter, but high enough off the ground to discourage predators looking for lunch.    

A lemon eucalyptus is a great choice for gardeners who want to fit a tall tree into a small lot.  Unlike a palm tree, a lemon eucalyptus has no sharp edges to poke passersby in the eye while it gains height.  In Texas, the lemon eucalyptus is untroubled by pests and doesn’t hide any, either. There is no need to shinny up a flagpole to prune a lemon eucalyptus, because it prunes itself.  The Corpus Christi Garden Book sums ups its main attractions for Coastal Bend gardeners:  “Tolerates salt spray, alkaline soil [and] heat.”  

Another attribute of lemon eucalyptus, something that appeals to the frugal among us, is that it must be planted while it is small, ideally less than a foot tall.  So for about $3.50, you can purchase what will eventually be a big, beautiful tree.  For $35, you can buy a forest, and all ten of those tall, slender, elegant trees will fit in the corner of a small lot.  

Look for lemon eucalyptus plants in 4” pots this month and plant them in full sun immediately after purchase.  If the tree is left in a pot for too long, it will become root-bound and will never be satisfactory.  Add a little root stimulator when you plant the tree, but do not give it other fertilizer or soil enrichment.  It needs plenty of water to get a good start (and will adapt quickly to a wet spot in the yard), but it will be drought tolerant once it is established.  

There is disagreement among growers about whether eucalyptus trees should be staked.  In general, gardeners in the Coastal Bend stake trees and large shrubs for at least the first full growing season, because the wind here can be brutal.  As long as you start the eucalyptus from a very small plant and do not encourage top growth with fertilizer, you should be able to skip staking the tree.  If disaster strikes, and your adolescent tree falls over in the wind, it probably can be brought upright and staked with no long-term ill effects.  Lazy gardeners get the best results by planting the eucalyptus in a tight spot, where it will happily grow up between its competitors and never need staking.  

Lemon eucalyptus will be short-lived only in the event of a severe freeze.  It is hardy to 24 - 28 degrees, but even after a serious cold spell, it is wise to wait before declaring a lemon eucalyptus dead and digging it up.  Unlike most other trees, eucalyptus trees can re-grow from the roots when the top growth, including the main trunk, has been killed.  Rita L. and Franklin D. of Salina, Kansas can’t grow a lemon eucalyptus, but the lucky gardeners in the Coastal Bend can.
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