Week of October 15, 2000


Plant a Smile This Fall

Willie Chance

First impressions are important.  You never get another chance to make a first impression.  However, I have been told, that 55% of the impression I make on first meeting someone comes from what they see - not what they hear.  People pay attention to my expression and demeanor more than what I say.

This is why a smile is so important - it brightens cloudy days and lifts spirits.  We will soon be in the cloudy, dreary days of winter.  Why not plant a smile in your garden for you and others to enjoy?

To me, pansies look like they are smiling.  They lift bright faces to the winter sun.  They always seem to be happy.  Pansies can even take cold temperatures and come back to bloom again.  For them to smile their brightest though, you need to care for them properly.

Planting time is critical for pansy success.  If you plant  before the weather cools, plants can get too tall and become weak and spindly.  Late planted pansies may never look their best.  The ideal planting time for pansies in middle Georgia is generally October 15 through November 15.

Pansies are versatile.  You can plant them in beds, window boxes, patio pots or hanging baskets.  Plant pansies on top of bulb beds to provide winter color while the bulbs are getting established underground.  The bulbs emerge in spring to provide added color and interest.

Select healthy, dark green compact plants.  Avoid plants that are pale, too tall and spindly.  Planting poor quality plants often gives poor results.

Plant pansies in full sun for best bloom.  They like moist, well-drained soils and cannot tolerate heavy wet soils.  Plant them on an elevated bed about 12 inches high to give good drainage.  Add soil and organic matter to elevate the beds.  Since pansies are short and compact

plants, a taller bed also makes them easier to see.  Wet the root ball before planting.

Plant them ten inches apart.  This will require 143 plants per 100 square feet of bed.  Apply two to three inches of mulch to keep the soil from drying between waterings.  Water immediately after planting and every day or two for about a week.  Slowly decrease frequency until you are watering only once a week during dry periods.

Pansies need a lot of fertilizer.  Start the season by mixing a complete balanced fertilizer,

such as 10-10-10 or 8-8-8, into the bed before planting.  Use one pound per 100 square feet.  If you use a slow release fertilizer, follow label rates.  Slow release fertilizers are more expensive but you may not need to fertilize again until spring if you use them.  Immediately after planting, water the bed thoroughly with a water soluble fertilizer.

If not using a slow release fertilizer, when nighttime temperatures begin to cool into the 40's, start watering the plants once a week with a liquid fertilizer.  Another option is to fertilize again monthly with 10-10-10.  Keep dry fertilizer off the leaves.  Use a fertilizer that contains some nitrate nitrogen which is absorbed more quickly by the plant than ammonium nitrogen.

Check the fertilizer label for nutrient content.

To keep pansies blooming well, remove the old blossoms as they fade.  This is especially important early in the season as pansies are getting established.  You may have to do this once a week throughout the winter, but it results in much better flowering.

My thanks to Gary Wade and Paul Thomas, University of Georgia Extension Horticulturists, as the original sources for this article.  For more information on planting smiles, E-mail the Houston County Extension office at wchance@uga.edu.   Our phone number is listed 

under Houston County Government as the Houston County Cooperative Extension Service.

