News Column for Wednesday, December 3rd, 2008
By: Chuck Browne

	One of the nice things about the long Thanksgiving holiday weekend was being able to walk around the landscape in the day light, and observe how cool fall weather was affecting trees and shrubs.  As the days get shorter, I find myself dashing out to the truck in the cool early morning and arriving home often after its dark.  That doesn’t leave a lot of time to enjoy the Alabama fall, and that’s a shame.
	My friend Andy Burcham and I were talking the other day and we both couldn’t remember a fall in Alabama with more vibrant colors or one which held the color for so long.  Even today, in early December, we can still catch an occasional glimpse of some yellows or reds that just refuse to give up. 
	Having grown up in Alabama, I used to take fall color for granted until just recently.  Andy spent his early years in Southern Illinois where apparently, fall comes quickly and colors are not quite so vibrant.  He said that ever since he has been in Alabama, he appreciates the changing fall colors and the burst of spring flowers that we have in the Southeast.
	But last weekend, I noticed something in my own landscape concerning fall color that I know some of you may have already seen or will see upon closer inspection of your azaleas.
	Azaleas, especially in this part of Alabama are a major part of most home landscapes.  There are cities all over the southeast that have “Azalea Trails” in the spring of the year.  Several years ago, I had the opportunity to co-host a busload of people from Colorado around our floral and azalea trails in the Auburn/Opelika area.  They contacted the Auburn Opelika Tourism Bureau who set up the tour and arrived about the first week of April here in Lee County.
	This was a bus load of people from one of the most picturesque states in the nation, with its huge mountains and rugged landscapes, visiting us here in the Southeast to observe our “Azalea Trails”.
	As the tour progressed they “oohed and aahed”, snapped pictures and asked a thousand questions.  I think it was at that moment I realized how fortunate we were to be able to grow not only azaleas, but so many other spring flowering shrubs. I was proud to help host our visitors and also proud of the floral beauty we can produce in our region.
	For that reason most people become alarmed if they detect even a little something going wrong with their prized azaleas.  Looking at a big path of Azaleas this past weekend, I noticed about a half to two thirds of the leaves were turning yellow.  Some Leaves were even falling off.
	Azaleas are usually considered to be an evergreen plant.  However, just because a plant is evergreen doesn’t mean that it keeps every single leaf it ever produces.  At some point, all evergreen plants will shed older leaves, most of the time it is in the fall.  Sometimes, it’s in the spring just as new growth begins.
	Some azaleas are deciduous and shed all their leaves each fall.  Others, especially the hybrids, may become semi-deciduous and shed some or most of their leaves, depending how far north they are planted.  This was the case with my big patch of yellow-leaved azaleas.  The ones turning yellow are a large growing white flowering variety which is probably better adapted to the coastal climate in Mobile or Baldwin counties.  However, they shed like this every year and always manage to flower profusely in the spring.  For that reason, I don’t ever worry about them.
	There are numerous named cultivars of azaleas from several different groupings that range from dwarf all the way up to giant Indicas with all colors, sizes and growth types in between.  Our Extension publication ANR-200, Azaleas is available online www.aces.edu or from our office in Opelika.  This publication offers more information and details on care and maintenance of one of our most prized plants, the Azalea.


