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Australian Rosemary is a Winner in Coastal Gardens

By Jeanna C. Godfrey, DVM

Aransas/San Patricio County Master Gardener

Australian Rosemary (Westringia fruticosa) is the proverbial “perfect” plant for our area.  It is evergreen, drought and salt tolerant, deer resistant, and winter hardy to the low 20’s.

It lives happily in full, blazing sun as well as partial shade and produces dainty dots of flowers in white to pale mauve most of the year.
Actually a member of the mint family, Australian or “False” Rosemary has little fragrance, as the name rosemary refers to its appearance.  It usually maintains a relatively modest size, 3 to 4 feet tall and wide, but in some garden settings, may reach as high as 8 feet with a girth of that or more. Australian Rosemary has soft, green leaves sporting short hairs on the underside, giving the plant a silver tint at a distance.  Similar to other members of the mint family, the half inch flowers of False Rosemary are tubular and set round the stems in the axils of the leaves. This attractive shrub has few, if any, disease problems and attracts no pests.  It is susceptible to root rot, if heavily over-watered, but that is rarely an issue in our area.
The uses for this tough garden gem are many.  In its native Australia, it can be seen growing wild along the coast near New South Wales, extending down the cliffs to the beach.  In our area, it works well for a specimen or foundation plant, can be used for topiary, mixes well in xeriscape designs, and provides winter interest in the landscape.

Its lacey texture and silvery tint contrasts nicely with dark evergreens like junipers. It also pairs nicely with salvias. Some, though not all, of these cultivars attract butterflies. It can be massed planted as a hedge or screen and will maintain its size and shape for many years.

The stiff, straight stem sprays can be used in large cut flower arrangements, lasting for several weeks as their tiny buds continue to open.  The shrub may also be pruned as a small topiary and kept indoors as a houseplant. Place it in bright light and water only when the soil is dry.  Overwatering (as with most houseplants) is the major mistake with this plant.

Australian Rosemary is easily propagated from cuttings placed in well drained soil.  Happily, it prefers a slightly alkaline environment, which predominates in our area.

It does not require feeding to grow and flower, although a spring application of compost or balanced fertilizer will help to augment our nutrient deficient sandy soil.

There are several cultivars of Australian Rosemary, including “Morning Light”, “Smokey”, “Wynabbie Gem”, and a prostrate form known as “Flat N Fruity”.   Some cultivars of this marvelous plant are available at local nurseries with an even greater selection of cultivars for sale to be found online.  Hopefully, we will be seeing more variations locally as the plant gains popularity with gardeners in our area.

Texas AgriLife Extension Service - Aransas County Office is located at 892 Airport Road in Rockport.  AgriLife Extension education programs serve people of all ages, regardless of socioeconomic level, race, color, sex, religion, handicap or national origin.

