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Liriope A Handy Plant

As a kid, if I did something particularly helpful my Dad would say, “Boy, you are

as handy as a three-bladed pocket knife!” I would just beam at the compliment. City folks

might not fully appreciate or understand this compliment as well as their farm neighbors.

You see, a pocket knife is a particularly useful tool on the farm. A three-bladed pocket

knife is even better. You can keep one blade sharp for cutting the twine on hay bales and

opening feed bags. The second blade you can reserve for tough jobs like stripping the

insulation off wires. The third blade is set aside for slicing cheese and fishing Vienna

sausage out of the can for lunch in the field. In the landscape liriope is a plant that is just

as handy as the proverbial three-bladed pocket knife.

Liriope is a plant that goes by many different common names. Some folks call it

border grass or even monkey grass. Actually the various liriope species are not grasses at

all but members of the lilly family. In fact, many professionals refer to liriope and related

plants as lilyturf.

Regardless of what you call them lilyturfs are versatile plants in the landscape.

They tolerate hot, dry locations better than many shrubs. They tolerate moist conditions

better than many ornamentals. They make a splendid ground covers in areas too shady to

support fescue or Bermuda turfgrasses. They work very well on steep banks where

regular mowing is not possible. Of course, liriope has been used for years by gardeners to

edge flower beds and form a border between ornamental areas and lawns. They can also

be used at the edge of walks or the base of retaining walls to soften the appearance of

hardscape features.

I particularly like the fact that liriope is a low maintenance plant. A light

application of a general lawn fertilizer in spring and again in mid-summer will support

vigorous healthy growth. Each year toward the end of February, liriope should be mowed

to remove the old foliage and make way for new healthy growth. In relatively flat

locations a lawnmower set on the tallest height setting can be used. I prefer to use a string

trimmer to cut back liriope at my house. Just be sure that you don’t cut the tips off the

newly developing shoots if you are running a little late with this chore.

Lilyturfs can be transplanted almost any time of year. Just remember that the main

growth period for liriope occurs in the spring. If you transplant in summer, don’t expect

any extra new growth to appear. Planting in the fall is probably best; however, because

that allows time for good root establishment before spring growth begins.

The most common lilyturf in Georgia is Liriope muscari. It is available in both

dark green and variegated forms. It bears small light blue flowers in late summer.

Liriope spicata (creeping liriope) bares foliage with a grassy appearance. It spreads by

underground runners so it works well in filling bed areas. It also performs slightly better

in sunny, dry locations than Liriope muscari. Another lilyturf, Ophiopogon japonicus,

or mondo grass is widely used in landscapes. Its dark green foliage has a finer texture

than liriope species. It should not be cut back severely in winter like liriope. A dwarf

mondo grass is also available which makes a good lawn substitute in shady areas where

there is no foot traffic.

Got a problem area in your landscape? Well, maybe you should consider planting

liriope. After all, that plant is handy as a three-bladed pocket knife!

