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If you tend to your fig tree 
carefully, it’ll weather the winter 
and you’ll have a sweet reward as 
the fruits ripen.

 

MCT / Amy Peterson

brick and clapboard home in 

Bethesda, Md. “When did I put it 

in?” she asks. “Seven years ago, 

perhaps.” 

Incredible as it may seem, the tree 

has grown at a rate of about 3 feet a 

year since. It reaches from a 

basement wall to a second-floor 

window. At about 20 feet tall and 25 

feet across, it is loaded with 

hundreds of soft, purple-skinned figs 

that have come to define early 

September for Clark, her husband, 

John Clark, and their neighbors. 

“People don’t believe I can have a 

fig tree this large” and fruitful, she 

says, looking up into its leafy branches. But she is not alone. 

It takes devotion, knowledge, some labor and some luck, but those 

determined to grow a favorite fig outside its natural climate zone will 

be richly rewarded. Many Rhode Islanders have fond memories of 

forebears from warmer climes coaxing them to fruit in back yards, 

either laying the tree down and burying it, bringing it into the garage 

or building a structure around it to shelter it from our harsh winters, 

before later generations gave up, paved the garden for a driveway or 

the trees died in a bad winter. 

Unlike other fruit trees, such as peaches, plums and even apples, fig 

trees don’t need spraying to prevent pests and diseases, and the fruit 

is as fleeting as it is sweet and bountiful. 

Global warming may be good for figs, “but overall the fact that the 

Earth is warming up is not a good thing,” says Elliott Negin, 

spokesman for the Union of Concerned Scientists. “There are too 

many negative consequences.” 

Michael McConkey, owner of Edible Landscaping, says the top growth 

of fig trees can be killed with winter temperatures as relatively warm 
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as 20 degrees with sustained high winds. A shrub would typically 

regrow from suckers and take two or three years to fruit again. In 

Rhode Island, a tree would need to be planted so it could be sheltered 

from temperatures below about 20 degrees; either in a large pot or 

otherwise consistently shielded. 

In our area, grown in pots, the trees are unlikely to grow as large as 

they do in warmer climates. 

“It’s the fruit of the gods,” says Cindy Brown, assistant director of 

Green Spring Gardens, a Fairfax County, Va., park. 

In the past, McConkey has recommended four relatively hardy 

varieties for regional customers: Celeste, English Brown Turkey, 

Hardy Chicago and Marseilles. He says it may be time for gardeners to 

try less-hardy varieties.Want to try it? 

Growing figs in Rhode Island isn’t like growing tomatoes. 

There’s a lot to learn about how figs produce fruit, how the fruit 

ripens, how to shelter the trees from the elements. You will probably 

be lugging a large tree around in a pot a few times a year. One frosty 

night can undo all your hopes. 

But, according to those who grow them, you have never really tasted 

a fig until you’ve tasted one fresh from the tree. And the trees 

themselves are beautiful, with deeply cut leaves, worth having even 

without fruit. 

Some that are considered extra cold hardy are Desert King, Mission 

and Osborn Prolific. 

There’s an active Fig Forum on Garden Web, with excellent 

information and a community of fig fanatics from all over the country, 

even frosty Canada. They may also be able to help you identify an 

heirloom fig you have received from a cutting. Visit forums.gardenweb.

com. 
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