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There are different kinds of gardeners--vegetable gardeners, flower gardeners, herb gardeners and rose gardeners just to name a few.  We gardeners can also be classified based on our favorite activity.  Some are planters.  Their gardens look like a nursery gone wild--plants everywhere.  They feel as though a bare, unplanted piece of earth is a reproach to their reputation as a gardener.  Other gardeners are designers.  Their motto is "a place for every plant and every plant in its place."  

Some gardeners are movers.  They are never satisfied.  A plant must be moved at least three times before it finds a final home. Some of their plants have travelled so much they qualify for frequent flier miles.

My wife is a pruner.  She loves to cut down trees, shrubs, grass, etc.  She says, "You grow 'em, I mow 'em."  (And you all wondered why my hair is always so short!)  I even bought her a pruning saw for Mother's Day--no kidding!  Her only complaint is that she cannot prune at all times of the year.

There is a time for everything and this is of course not the time to prune.  Recently pruned plants will begin to grow and this new growth is easily frozen by cold weather.  For the same reason, we do not fertilize now.

What can you do?  Now is the best time to plant.  Trees, shrubs, spring flowering bulbs, and perennials all do best if planted in the fall.  The cooler temperatures and moist soils allow them to grow new roots before next summer’s blistering temperatures.

Now is also an excellent time to dig, relocate, or divide perennials.  Dividing perennials gives them more room to grow, allows you to re-prepare the beds and permits rearrangement.  Here is how to renew your perennial beds.

Iris, hosta, phlox, day lily, liatris and others can be divided about every three years.  Carefully dig perennials.  Tough perennials like red hot poker and day lily can be divided with a shovel, but carefully separate tender perennials by hand.  Use pruning shears if needed to clip apart plants.

Dig the soil twelve inches deep and mix in compost.  Add little if any fertilizer since excess nitrogen can cause plants to grow rapidly and to be easily damaged by frost.  

The soil should be mounded up slightly.  Most perennials do better with the improved drainage that raised beds supply.  This is especially important with perennials that go dormant in the winter.  Raised beds at least four inches from the surrounding soil.

Arrange plants on the soil surface before you plant them.  Plant in clumps or small groups of similar plants.  Put taller perennials in the back of beds.  Consider height, color, leaf type, and time of bloom when you plant.  Plan for a succession of bloom.

Plant perennials no deeper than they originally grew.  Water them in well after planting.  Mulch with two or three inches of pine straw, bark or other mulch.  Water as needed if soil dries.   Fertilize in spring as temperatures warm up and again in early summer.

What kind of perennials should you plant?  There are hundreds to choose from.  Consider how much sun the site gets, how much water and the effect you want.  Do you want year round color?  Will you view this bed from up close or from afar?  Will you be looking at this bed at night?  If so, a planting of white flowered plants may be nice.

Here are a few suggestions for specific uses.  Go by your local garden center to see what they have.

Butterfly attracting plants--Lantana, purple coneflower, sedum, verbena, Gaura, butterfly weed & butterfly bush.

Perennials for wet areas--blue and yellow flag iris, Siberian iris, day lily, purple coneflower, Astilbe, spiderwort, obedient plant (Physostegia).

Perennials for dry areas--yarrow, wormwood (Artemisia), butterfly weed, Baptisia, Dianthus, blanket flower (Gaillardia), day lily, Liatris, Rudbeckia, Salvia, Sedum, goldenrod and spiderwort.

Shade perennials--Ajuga, Astilbe, begonia, Dicentra, lenten rose (Helleborus), Heuchera, Hosta,  phlox, Vinca, violets.

Fragrant perennials--butterfly bush (Buddleia), yarrow, wormwood, Dianthus, some day lilies and hostas, bee balm (Monarda), garden phlox, lemon grass, sage and many herbs. 

I  borrowed much of this from information from UGA perennials specialist Paul Thomas.  For more information on perennials, come by the Houston County Extension office for a free copy of his brochure ‘Flowering Perennials for Georgia Gardens’.  We can also be reached by phone at 542-2020 or 987-2028.

