October 25, 1998


Looking Ahead


Willie Chance

Gardeners have to be visionaries.  If we worry about the weather (it may rain too much, or too little), the future (I may move or get sick) or the looks of things (This plant is pitiful!  How could it ever bloom?) then we would never plant.  Plants often look at their worse in the fall, but this is the best time to plant.  So get busy!  Do not think about what they look like now but how they will flourish next year.

Fall planting allows plants to get established before next summer’s heat and drought.  This is especially important for perennials.  They need good roots to bloom and flourish.

Deep till beds adding lime, if needed, and lots of organic matter.  Unless you are planting a winter growing perennial (like mums), add very little, if any, fertilizer until spring.  Add at least 50 lb. of organic matter per 100 square feet of bed.  Call our office for a list of free or inexpensive sources.

Not all perennials are created equal.  Here are a few for sunny spots.  Blanket flower (Gaillardia), Rudbeckia and purple cone flower all do well here.  There are several types of Rudbeckia.  Some mums do not just bloom in the fall and there are many types and colors.  Dianthus can make a nice ground cover as well as pretty flowers.  Try Gaura for a light airy touch.  This three to four foot high perennial has petite flowers borne on long thin stems.  They float and bounce in the wind.

Lantana must have full sun, well drained soils and warm temperatures to do well.  It does not always come back well each year, but lives best in raised beds amended with compost.  It starts late, but can bloom until frost.  Gold lantana is most popular but there are purple, white and bicolor varieties.  The bicolored varieties are taller while the solid colors grow more like ground covers.  Verbena is another ground hugging perennial which begins flowering a little before lantana.  I personally do not think it blooms as long as lantana.  Pruning, fertilization and watering may help it.    Shasta and gerbera daisies require good care, water and fertilizer to do their best.  Cut back old flowers after bloom.

Daylilies are probably the most used perennial.  Newer varieties will bloom much longer if fertilized and watered well.  Though drought tolerant, they respond well to good care.

Shade perennials often do not flower as profusely but can be showy.  Hostas are very popular; though deer, voles and slugs love them almost as much as gardeners.  They look bad now but should flourish next year. 

Other perennials for shade include Heuchera, lenten rose (Hellebores), Dicentra, Columbine and astilbe.  All perennials need water to do well, but especially astilbe.

Plant perennials in groups; they look best that way.  Consider fewer plant types but more of each plant.  Mulch and water well after planting to settle soil and start rooting out.

For more information on perennials call the Houston County Extension Office for a copy of our brochure.  Our number is 542-2020 or 987-2028.

