
 

 

 

with Fringe Trees Located 



Mt. San Antonio Gardens is celebrating spring 

with the glorious blossoming of our Chinese 

Fringe Trees (Chionanthus retusa), producing spec-

tacular clouds of feathery white flowers.  Margaret 

Webb and her husband Paul were instrumental in 

acquiring them when the Claremont cottages were 

built, two years after the gardens opened.

The Webbs had admired a flowering tree found 

in back of a Shell station in Chino, which had been 

written up in Sunset Magazine.  A nursery across 

the street was acting as caretaker of the tree, having 

dug a small sunken area with a wall around it as 

protection.  The story goes that a Chinese coolie 

had brought several rooted cuttings to plant on his 

farm.  Later, when Shell Oil bought the land to 

build a service station, the nurserymen fought to 

save the tree from  the bulldozer.  It was thought to 

be the only one in the U.S.  Shell Oil’s head office 

in Los Angeles said that no one but the head of 

Royal Dutch Petroleum had the power to give a 

ruling.  A cable was sent to Queen Wilhelmina of 

the Netherlands who cabled back that the original 

tree must be preserved at all costs and the nursery-

men should take care of it.

Of the nine trees the Webbs bought, five have 

survived.  Margaret has devoted much effort to pre-

serving these treasures, still rare in our country, and 

alerting residents to  their value.  At the same time 

they were planted, insufficient space seems to have 

been allotted for growth in radius of branches.  

Now that they are 30 years old, encroaching 

shrubs, trees, and even buildings inhibit contempla-

tion of their size and symmetry.  The prize speci-

men, so called because of its huge spread (stepped 

off by Claude Quillin as over 60 feet), is found in 

the parkland beside the cottage at 909 West Bonita.  

Another graces the main Gardens entrance at the 

west end of the parking oval.  A magnificent tree 

has given its name to Fringe Tree Court in the 

Health Center, and another, appropriately, domi-

nates the entrance to Margaret Webb’s cottage at 

874 West Harrison.  The fifth, on the north side of 

D Building, unfortunately is hidden from the dining 

room by bushes.

Do make a pilgrimage to see these wonders on 

our campus

-M.S.

Reprinted from May 1989 issue.

Fringe Trees



 

 

Chionanthus retusus  
 

Common Name: Chinese fringe tree  
Type: Tree  
Family: Oleaceae  
Native Range: Asia  
Zone: 5 to 9  
Height: 10.00 to 20.00 feet  
Spread: 10.00 to 20.00 feet  
Bloom Time: May to June  
Bloom Description: White  
Sun: Full sun to part shade  
Water: Medium  
Maintenance: Low  
Suggested Use: Flowering Tree, Rain Garden 

        Flower: Showy, Fragrant 
         Leaf: Good Fall 
        Attracts: Birds 
         Fruit: Showy 
          

 
Culture 

Easily grown in average, medium moisture, well-drained soil in full sun to part shade. Best 
flowering occurs in full sun. Prefers deep, moist, fertile, acidic soils. Seldom needs pruning. 
Tolerant of air pollution and adapts well to urban settings. Intolerant of prolonged dry conditions. 

Noteworthy Characteristics 

Chionanthus retusus, commonly called Chinese fringetree, is native to China, Korea and Japan. As 
with the native U.S. species (C. virginicus), this plant is noted for its profuse spring bloom of 
fragrant white flowers. It is most often seen in cultivation as a large, multi-stemmed, deciduous 
shrub growing to 10-20’ tall with a rounded, wide-spreading form. It also may be grown as a small 
tree (multi-trunked or trained as a single trunk), ultimately reaching up to 30-40’ tall. Terminal 
clusters (to 4” long) of mildly fragrant, pure white flowers with fringe-like petals bloom in late 
spring to early summer. Bloom appears about 2-3 weeks before that of C. virginicus. Plants are 
primarily dioecious (separate male and female plants), but some plants may have some perfect 
flowers. Male flowers are slightly showier. Female flowers (if fertilized) give way to clusters of olive-
like fruits (each to 1/2”long) which ripen to a dark bluish black in late summer/fall and are a good 
food source for birds and wildlife. Lustrous, leathery leaves are ovate to elliptic and 4” long. Leaves 
on young plants have serrate margins. Leaves are bright green above and whitish-green plus downy 
beneath. Leaves turn yellow in fall (reportedly more attractive in northern areas). Exfoliating gray-
brown bark is attractive in winter. 
 
Genus name comes from the Greek words chion meaning snow and anthos meaning a flower for the 
snow white flowers of C. virginicus. 
 
Specific epithet means rounded with a shallow notch at the apex, in reference to leaf shape. 

Problems 

No serious insect or disease problems. Some susceptibility to mites, scale and borers. Watch for leaf 
spots, canker and powdery mildew. Plants sold in commerce may not be identified as either male or 
female.

The Garden wouldn't be the Garden without our Members, Donors and Volunteers. 

http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/
http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/FullImageDisplay.aspx?documentid=7805

