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Tough and Beautiful Astilbe

One of the pre-requisites for living in Georgia is that you have to have seen Gone With

the Wind at least once. As much as I like the character Rhett Butler, you have to admit Scarlet O’Hara is the undisputed star of the show. She ought to be! While everyone else at Tara is crying and wringing their hands, Scarlet gets busy and saves the farm. She’s tough and beautiful. In the landscape, astilbe reminds me of Scarlet O’Hara. It is tough and remains beautiful while fulfilling a number of different roles in the garden.

Astilbe ( Astilbe japonica and other hybrids) is a hardy perennial with fern-like foliage

and feathery flowers. Astilbes can tolerate winter temperatures down to -40 degrees F. No matter how much cold weather old man winter brings south in his carpet bag, astilbes shrug it off and keep going.

Like Scarlet at a garden party, the flowers of astilbe add a light fragrance to the landscape. They are available in a number of colors. The most common colors include shades of white, pink, and red. These beautiful flowers are born on feathery spikes. Planted in mass or in odd numbered groups of five or more, astilbe blooms add a wonderful splash of color to the landscape. White flowering varieties do an excellent job complimenting the foliage and flowers of hosta.

Astilbes prefer partial shade. Sites with morning sun and afternoon shade are ideal.

Astilbes are perfect for the shady edges of wooded lots. Although the plants can handle full shade, they will not bloom as brilliantly.

Astilbes are available in a number of different heights for different jobs. Short varieties like the 8-inch ‘William Buchanan’ can be planted in mass as a ground cover. They also can be planted in narrow rows to edge plant beds. Taller varieties may grow up to 3 or 4 feet in height. They work well when planted at the back of beds. Mid-range astilbe varieties can be planted in dense clumps to provide drifts of color in beds.

Astilbes prefer moist, well drained soil. Slightly acid soil is fine. They don’t like hot dry

sites in full sun. When planting dormant clumps of astilbe, dig a hole wide enough to encourage root development. Then cover the clump with about ½ inch of soil. Firm the soil around the clump and water well to settle the dirt and remove air pockets.

Scarlet O’Hara would quickly bite her lips and pinch her cheeks in order to look her best.

Astilbe needs a quick touch of fertilizer each year in order to look its best. Liquid or granular general purpose fertilizer can be used. Best results, however, are usually achieved when you apply a slow release fertilizer each spring. Many timed-release fertilizers are available that release nutrients over periods of up to nine months.

Little additional care is needed during the growing season. The plants are virtually pest

free in our area. In dry years you may want to provide an occasional drink of water to prevent drought injury. Faded flower spikes can be clipped above the foliage or left intact to provide a natural earth-tone contrast with the leaves.

About every three years or so you will want to divide your astilbe plants. Dividing astilbe

is a chore for late summer or early fall. To make division, simply dig the plant and saw the root ball in half with an old saw. Additional divisions can be made with a knife as you separate plantlets and their roots. Be sure that each division has several buds or shoots. The divisions can then be shared with friends or set out to expand your astilbe plantings.

Don’t waste your time on plant weaklings that soon will be gone with the wind. Instead,

invest in tough and beautiful plants like the astilbe. You won’t have to think about it tomorrow.

