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Burning Bush Sets Landscape Aflame

When we think about autumn in the landscape we often focus on trees and shrubs whose leaves turn a rich yellow or golden color. This time I’m going to focus on seeing red. That’s right; I want to bring to your attention a shrub that develops an outstanding bright red color. It’s commonly known as Burning Bush. There ought to be picture of this shrub right next to the term “seasonal interest” in the glossary of horticultural reference books.

Burning Bush, Euonymus alata, is also known as “Winged Euonymus” or less commonly as “Spindle Tree.” The name Winged Euonymus comes from the corky ridges that develop like wings on the sides of twigs. Regardless of what you call it, the plant is a large foliage shrub that was introduced from Northeast Asia in the 1860’s.

Burning Bush is a deciduous plant. Its flowers are present in early summer but are small and inconspicuous. The summer foliage is a medium to dark green. At the end of summer a great change takes place. The plant that no one noticed suddenly takes center stage. Burning Bush leaves turn an intense flame- red color for autumn. From a distance it reminds lots of gardeners of the bush that burned brightly but was not consumed of Biblical fame. Suddenly the sleepy area of the landscape which was occupied by Burning Bush is alive with color.

Burning Bush is truly a low maintenance plant. It performs well in full sun to partial shade. It likes slightly acidic soil conditions. Of course, that describes most of the soils in Lumpkin County. Burning Bush transplants well. It is adaptable to most soil types and once established is resistant to drought. One of the few limiting factors about Burning Bush is that it does not like moist sites. That’s a shame because the plant is so spectacular when its flame red foliage is reflected in a pond. You can plant it around a lake or pond but you have to be sure to select well drained sites and avoid the low damp areas.

The shrub has an upright growth pattern when young. Later with age it develops a

more rounded growth habit. Gee, maybe that’s the excuse I ought to use, “It’s not the

sausage biscuits Honey, I’m just developing a mature rounded growth habit!”

Many cultivars will reach a mature height of around 10 feet. The variety “Compactus” grows slightly smaller. Burning Bush is well suited for informal shrub borders, screening, plant barriers, or even as specimen plants. Burning Bush does not require pruning under most conditions. Unpruned plants develop the long sweeping stems that give the plant a natural appearance. If the plant is getting too large you can cut back older branches immediately following flowering in June. Burning Bush also tolerates renewal pruning. If it has gotten “too big for its britches” cut it almost to the ground following bloom.

Of course, Burning Bush can be used as a formal hedge in the landscape. It tolerates shearing well. The scarlet autumn color is a real bonus feature compared to many hedge plants.

For most of the year Burning Bush is a simple, easily overlooked foliage shrub. But if you need seasonal interest in the fall, look no further. Burning Bush can be the star of your autumn landscape.

