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As the heat seems to wither lesser plants, one seems to reach to the sky daring the hot dry weather to affect it.  The crape myrtle lines our streets and graces our yards with its nodding branches full of living color.

We are more than half way through the crape myrtle season now.  Many plants have bloomed and now bear large seed heads.  Now is not the time to neglect them - they need you.  Proper care now will prepare them for next year and, who knows, you may get a second bloom this year.

Crape myrtles are hardy, pest resistant and drought resistant once established.  They come in a range of colors from white, pink, lavender, red, and fuchsia.  Plant height varies from 30 foot trees, to 10 to 12 foot shrubs, down to dwarf 3 feet tall plants that can be used in pots or baskets.  Because of their durability and versatility, they should be used more.

Though drought tolerant, they will need watering at planting and weekly for the first two to three months after planting.  After that you only need to water during dry periods.  Water weekly during bloom to lengthen flower life.

Once they have flowered, cut the old blooms off and water and fertilize lightly for a second bloom.  Use 1 lb. of 10-10-10 or 3/4 lb. of 12-4-8 or 16-4-8 per square feet around  the crape myrtles.  Most pruning is normally done in February or early March.  Crape myrtles grow best if pruned regularly. We used to recommend doing it every year.  New information shows that it is best to prune them only every second or third year.  This helps reduce pests.  Call our office for a brochure on pruning crape myrtles.

Crape myrtles only have a few enemies.  Powdery mildew is probably the most common one now.  The young leaves and stems will be covered with a white or grey powdery growth.  Attacked leaves will be twisted.  The best control is to plant resistant varieties like Cherokee, Lipan, Tonto, and Osage.  Call our office for a more complete list.  Spraying with Daconil or other fungicide will slow the disease’s spread.

Sometimes the leaves will turn black.  Look closely and you will see that the black substance is only growing on the top of the leaf.  It will actually peel off sometimes.  Look more closely still, particularly on the backs of the younger leaves, and you will see small soft bodied insects (aphids) or perhaps mealy bugs or tiny white flies.

This condition is called sooty mold.  The droppings of these insects are sticky and sugary.  As the droppings accumulate on the leaves, a dark black or brown mold grows on it - covering the leaf.

The mold is ugly but actually does little damage unless it gets thick.  To stop it, control the insect.  Insecticidal soap will control most of these pests, as will as Orthene and several other insecticides.  Be cautious during bloom.  Some flowers may be more easily burned by sprays than leaves.  

Part of the crape myrtles’ charm is the many sizes, shapes, and colors available.  Many have beautiful bark and good fall color.  Height ranges from 3 to 30 feet, so take care.
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The Georgia Plant Selections Committee tests and selects plants that grow well in Georgia.  They have chosen four superior crape myrtles that you can try.  These varieties are small trees that should do well in Houston County.  Heights listed are after 10 to 15 years of growth.

Variety  Height
Flower
Bark

Fall color
Lipan
    13'

Lavender
White Beige
Orange/Red

Sioux
    14'

Dark Pink
Grey Brown
    Red

Tonto
      8'

Coral Red 
Cream &
 Maroon

 Grey Brown    

Yuma
    13'

Lavender
Light Grey
Yellow-






Orange

All are resistant to powdery mildew.  Lipan grows the fastest but each one should do well here.  Call the Houston County Extension office for a more complete list of varieties.

Crape myrtle is a great plant.  It even has a great name.  ‘Crape myrtle’ reminds me of crepe.  The flower petals appear crumpled, like crepe paper.  They are profuse bloomers that bright the summer with their floral bounty.  Proper selection and care can increase their usefulness.  Call the Houston County Extension Service at 542-2020 or 987-2028 for more information.
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Read other Houston County Extension service articles in these newspapers:

Willie Chance in the Sunday Magazine of The Sunday Sun
Peggy Bledsoe and Ricky Wheeler in The Houston Times Journal
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