News Column for Wednesday, November 5th, 2008
By: Chuck Browne


	A friend of mine, Denise Shirley emailed me the other day and needed some landscaping advice.  She and her husband built a house and completely landscaped it about 15 years ago.  The grouping of trees they planted in the huge front yard had matured nicely and the canopy’s had begun growing together, shading out the lawn.  Shading had caused large bare spots with very thin grass coverage under the trees.
	She had already made the correct preliminary decision. Forget about the grass; kill it and plant some understory shrubs with mulch, to prevent erosion.  The house sits way up on top of a hill and the front yard slopes several hundred linear feet toward the road.
	Her questions to me were about hydrangeas.  Which one were the best?  What were their names?  How should she arrange them?  Was it acceptable to mix them up? Would they survive in that environment?
	My response to her was yes, Hydrangeas were a perfect choice for that very situation that she, as well as homeowners everywhere faces as the landscape matures.  Hydrangeas and other understory shade loving shrubs such as Azaleas, Gardenias, Blueberries and perennials as Hostas and Ferns will work well under these conditions.
	As far as grouping them, most hydrangea mix and match pretty well for a natural informal look under the trees.  However, if you want a bold, catch your eye, turn your head, strong visual impact, mass one cultivar together for maximum visual attraction.  This works for Azaleas also.
	I suggested that she download one of our newest Extension Publications- ANR-1276, “Hydrangeas”.  It lists cultivars best suited for this area and has lots of color pictures.  It is an excellent guide to growing this fantastic plant and does a good job explaining hydrangeas.
	I also suggested that they visit Aldridge’s Hydrangea Garden up in Hoover Alabama.  Larry Quick (who used to work in this office) is directors up there and has one of the first collections of Hydrangeas anywhere in the South.  Contact information for Aldridge’s is 205-682-8019 or www.aldridgegardens.com




Fall Best Time to Plant Trees & Shrubs
	Denise really knew all the answers to her landscape questions before she contacted me and had thoroughly done her research and home work concerning the situation with shaded grass.  One of the other things she already knew was that she wanted to plant those hydrangeas real soon.
	The Cool snap we had last week and the light frost, signified the beginning of the absolutely best time to establish trees and shrubs into the landscape.  Simply put, the tops of warm seasoned plants have stopped growing or at least slowed considerably and the roots have not.  Our soils are warm enough that roots of most woody plants continue to grow in all but the coldest months.  With the tops dormant, the roots have a better chance of establishing themselves before the stresses of next summer’s heat and drought, jeopardize first year survival.


Avoid Fall Pruning of Trees & Shrubs

	I’ve received numerous calls, emails and inquire about pruning this fall.  As a general rule, it you want to prune evergreen plants or trees, it is best to do during the dormant season, preferable late in the dormant season just prior to spring growth.  Around here it is usually late February. Pruning stimulates growth and we need plants to be going dormant this time of year instead of continuing to grow.  Likewise for fertilizer.  Avoid applications of a high nitrogen fertilizer to trees, shrubs and warm seasoned grasses.  Nitrogen stimulates growth also.  A combination of fall pruning and fertilizing could possibly cause cold damage or even death of your landscape plants.
	Spring flowering plants such as Azaleas, Forsythia, Spiraea and Dogwoods (there are many other too) should be pruned immediately after flowing to avoid losing a seasons blooms.  If you don’t mind missing the blooms, late February pruning of these shrubs is best for the health of the plant


