
 
Irish Strawberry Tree 

The strawberry tree, Arbutus unedo, is a remarkable plant. It is native both to 
County Kerry in the Republic of Ireland and to parts of southern Europe, 
notably Portugal, which suggests that it evolved before the last Ice Age. This 
ancient tree is also remarkable because it simultaneously bears flowers and 
fruit in autumn. 

Arbutus unedo is slow-growing but in good conditions it will eventually reach a 
height and spread of about 6m (20ft). In most situations, however, it is a large 
evergreen shrub rather than a small tree. The self-fertile flowers are 5cm (2in) 
drooping bells, white generally, although sometimes tinged pink or green, with 
a waxy texture. They appear from late October to December, and have an 
attractive scent like honey - a good source of nectar and pollen for bees at a 
time when there isn't much else for them. 

The fruit take a year to ripen, which is why they are still on the tree when it 
flowers. They are spherical and warty, and turn from yellow to orange to scarlet 
as the autumn progresses. These "strawberries" are edible - and can be made 
into jam - but the taste is said to be somewhat insipid. Certainly, the specific 
name unedo means "I eat (only) one" in Latin. In my opinion, they make better 
Christmas decorations. 

One of the best things about the strawberry tree is that there is something to 
admire at all seasons, since the 10cm (4in) long, shiny, oval leaves contrast 
beautifully with the cinnamon-coloured flaking bark on the trunk and 
branches, and the tree has a good shape once it is well established. 

There are a number of forms. Best known is Arbutus unedo f. rubra, which 
differs only in having dark-pink flowers - a colour I think rather clashes with the 
fruit. There are also several smaller cultivated varieties: 'Atlantic', 'Compacta' 
and 'Elfin King', which, at up to 2m (6ft) tall, can be grown successfully in a 



large pot, and flowers and fruit when quite young. You may also come across 
'Quercifolia' which, as its name suggests, has leaves that look rather like oak. 

GROWING TIPS: 

Strawberry trees are perfectly hardy in this country but will not flourish if 
exposed to harsh winds. Young plants can suffer damage in very cold weather, 
so protect them through the first winter, either with windbreak material or the 
thickest gauge of horticultural fleece. Otherwise they are not fussy, thriving in 
both southern and western coastal regions and in towns, since the evergreen 
leaves shrug off atmospheric pollution. They will grow in sandy, loamy and 
even clay soils, as long as there is no waterlogging. It should be reasonably 
fertile but Arbutus unedo is the most tolerant of all the genus of alkaline 
conditions, even growing on chalk. They are happy in sun or semi-shade. 
Pruning is unnecessary, unless the plant outgrows its allotted space, but it 
should be carried out in late winter. 

HOW TO PROPAGATE: 

Seeds can be sown on the surface of a good seed compost, when ripe in late 
autumn, and put in a cold frame. Alternatively, take semi-ripe cuttings in late 
summer and put them in a windowsill propagator to strike. 

GOOD COMPANIONS: 

Arbutus unedo makes an excellent specimen tree/shrub in grass or on the edge 
of woodland. It can also be grown successfully in a large shrub border, where it 
mingles well with other ericaceous plants with similar flowers, such as 
enkianthus or pieris, as well as rhododendrons and camellias, but giving colour 
at a different time of year. It can be used as part of an informal hedge in coastal 
areas. 
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