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The Key Players




Why is it that spring and summer gardens get so much 

attention, while autumn gardens often seem like nothing more than an afterthought? Fall has so much to offer: not just an abundance of beautiful blooms, but a rainbow of foliage colors, flashy fruits and berries, and showy seed heads, too — far more features than spring and summer gardens typically include. Fall temperatures tend to be comfortably mild, so it’s a pleasant time to be outdoors, and rainfall is usually more dependable, which means that you can spend time enjoying your garden instead of worrying about watering. ­Admittedly, fall can be a bittersweet season, too, with the threat of frost creeping in just about any time and the prospect of a long, cold, dull winter looming ahead. But why let that stop you from enjoying the many benefits of this glorious gardening season? If you’re not actively thinking about fall interest when you plan and plant, you’re missing out on weeks or even months of beauty you could be enjoying — without any extra work on your part!


Most of you probably won’t want to plan your garden specifically for autumn, although that’s certainly an option if you want to pursue it. In fact, not so long ago, planting separate borders for each season was a standard bit of gardening advice. Trying to spread out the bloom times too much, the experts claimed, would dilute the effect of the entire border: Instead of looking absolutely glorious for the entire spring, or summer, or fall, it would look merely passable at any given point during the growing season. While there can be some truth to that, it’s also true that few of us have the time or space to plant beds and borders to look at for just a few weeks and ignore for the rest of the year. The trick to creating rewarding multiseason borders is to base them on workhorse plants that offer a long summer-into-fall blooming period along with good form and foliage, so they look attractive even when they’re not in flower. Adding in hardy bulbs or a few irresistible early perennials — or some of both — covers the spring season; then you’re free to work in some fall-specific flowers and foliage to make the most of autumn as well. It’s a simple recipe, but it really works!
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Simply stunning. Fall color doesn’t come from tree leaves alone! Closer to eye level, you can enjoy an abundance of beautiful blooms and bright berries, as shown in this perfect partnership of Tartarian aster (Aster tataricus) and tea viburnum (Viburnum setigerum).








Beautiful Bloomers




When you think of flowers for fall, what comes to mind? Chrysanthemums, probably — maybe asters and goldenrods (Solidago) as well — and sure, these classic late-bloomers are key ingredients in many autumn borders. But they’re only the tip of the iceberg when it comes to the dozens of fantastic flowering plants that can fill your beds and borders with color all through autumn: not just hardy perennials, but a wealth of annuals, tender perennials, bulbs, shrubs, trees, and vines as well. Some of them are exclusively fall-bloomers; others start earlier in the season and continue flowering straight through autumn, or else take a break during the hottest part of the summer and begin again when the more-moderate temperatures of fall return. Using a few time-tested gardening tricks, such as later-than-usual sowing, succession planting, and shearing, gives you even more ways to get flowers for autumn enjoyment. So, if you enjoy tucking mums into your gardens for fall color, go for it — but don’t forget to make the most of your many other options, too!






[image: Captioned image.]

Look beyond the obvious. Don’t think you’re limited to just asters and chrysanthemums for fall flowers! Cannas, for instance — such as the orange ‘Pretoria’ shown here — offer dramatic foliage all season, with a bonus of bold blooms through the autumn.








Perennial Favorites for Fall


Have you ever heard someone say, “Well, perennials are nice, but if you want dependable color all season long, you really need to plant annuals”? Like the suggestion about creating separate spring, summer, and fall borders, that advice simply isn’t all that relevant to today’s gardens. Nowadays, we have access to many hardy perennials that bloom for just as long a period as many annuals — sometimes with a little help from us, and sometimes all on their own!
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Hardworking perennials earn their keep. Despite their reputation for having short bloom seasons, a number of perennials — including golden marguerites (Anthemis tinctoria ‘Kelways’) [top] — flower for many weeks or even months each year. Mixing them with annuals and tender plants with showy flowers and foliage [bottom] ensures a spectacular autumn garden.






Long-blooming perennials. Many of these amazing extended bloomers are perennials we commonly think of as summer flowers, but their long season carries them right into autumn as well. For instance, late-spring to early-summer classics such as Shasta daisy (Leucanthe­mum), catmints (Nepeta), coreopsis, golden marguerite (Anthemis tinctoria), lavenders (Lavandula), red valerian (Centranthus ruber),perennial sages (Salvia), yarrows (Achillea), some hardy geraniums (Geranium), and many pinks (Dianthus) can make a repeat appearance in late summer to early fall if you’re meticulous about keeping the faded flowers picked off (a technique known as deadheading) or if you cut them back severely after their first flush of bloom. Regular deadheading also works wonders for extending the bloom season of perennials that tend to start a little more toward midsummer, such as anise hyssops (Agastache), border phlox (Phlox paniculata and hybrids), ornamental oreganos (Origanum), and purple coneflowers (Echinacea).




Although the need to deadhead your plants regularly can be a great excuse to spend time in your garden, sometimes you may not have the time or inclination to work outside during the summer. Perennials that can bloom over an exceptionally long period even without deadheading are a big help for busy gardeners, supplying at least scattered rebloom into early fall and even later. (Many of these will flower even more abundantly if you do deadhead them at least once a week, or if you shear them back in midsummer, but it’s not absolutely necessary.)
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The show goes on. Removing the faded flowers of purple coneflowers (Echinacea purpurea ‘Kim’s Knee High’) [top], anise hyssops (such as Agastache ‘Black Adder’) [bottom], and many other ­summer-­bloomers can extend their show into early fall or even later.







For long-blooming perennials at the front of the border, consider planting low-growers such as calamint (Calamintha nepeta), a compact clumper with small, aromatic leaves and tiny pink or white flowers; winecups (Callirhoe), with bright purplish pink blooms and bright green leaves long, trailing stems that like to weave among other plants; ‘Goodness Grows’ speedwell (Veronica), with slender spikes of rich blue bloom over carpets of rich green foliage; and any of the many low-growing verbenas, which bloom tirelessly through most of the growing season in a range of bright and pastel shades. The red-and-yellow daisy-form blooms of blanket flower (Gaillardia × grandiflora) add zip to either the front or middle of the border, depending on the cultivar you choose. Pincushion flowers (Scabiosa) offer a somewhat similar flower form but in softer shades of blue, purple, pink, and yellow, as well as white. Other medium-height long-bloomers worth considering include gaura (Gaura lindheimeri), with airy wands of delicate pink or white blossoms; Mongolian aster (Kalimeris pinnatifida ‘Hortensis’; also sold as Asteromoea mongolica), dotted with small but abundant white to pale pink daisies; mountain fleeceflower (Persicaria amplexicaule), with short, dense, reddish flower spikes; and any of the many reblooming daylily (Hemerocallis) hybrids, with trumpet-shaped flowers in many different colors and bicolor combinations.






Fall Technique 1





Deadheading: When, Where, and How


Besides the obvious benefits of preventing unwanted seedlings and possibly extending the bloom season into autumn, regularly removing faded flowers throughout the growing season makes your plants look nicer while they’re blooming (and often afterward, too). Deadheading once a week is fine; spending a few minutes every day or two is even better. If you keep a bucket handy (tucked behind a border or near your back door), you can easily collect the spent flowers every time you take a quick stroll around your fall garden. That frees up your weekends for other garden projects!


Pinching to a bud. When you’re deadheading most annuals and perennials, you’ll pinch or cut off the spent blooms just above a leaf, above a side bud on that stem, or back to another bloom in the same cluster. That lets the plant produce a new shoot or a new bloom from the cut point without leaving an ugly stub on the stem. This technique is well suited for a wide variety of fall-bloomers, including asters, chrysanthemums, dahlias, goldenrods (Solidago), marigolds (Tagetes), yarrows (Achillea), and zinnias.


Handling clusters and spikes. Where flowers are borne close together on the same stem but bloom at slightly different times, you’ll need a slightly different approach. On clustered medium to large flowers — daylilies (Hemerocallis) and rose mallows (Hibiscus), for example — carefully snip or break them off right at their base. Where many small blooms are grouped in a cluster or spike — as with veronicas and cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis) — wait until most of the spike is done blooming, then cut off the whole spike, either just above a leaf or leaf pair or (if the stem is leafless) down to the ground.


Shearing entire clumps. On plants that bear many small flowers, either singly or in clusters, deadheading individual blooms can be somewhat tedious or even downright impractical. Shearing off all the blooms at one time, by cutting just above the mass of foliage when most of the flowers are faded, is generally the most practical way to go. If you have only a few plants, regular handheld pruning shears can work fine. For larger plantings, use hedge shears or even a string trimmer to make the job go more quickly. Examples of plants that may respond well to this kind of deadheading are blanket flow ers (Gaillardia), catmints (Nepeta), coreopsis, heucheras, and pincushion flowers (Scabiosa).
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Snipping off a spike.
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Removing a single bloom.











Late-summer bloomers. Just as many summer-flowering perennials can also make an appearance in fall, quite a few perennials commonly associated with autumn actually begin blooming during the summer. Leadwort (Ceratostigma plumbaginoides), for instance, can start flowering in midsummer or even earlier, but this ground cover is at its brilliant best when the rich blue flowers bloom against its bright red fall foliage. Toad lilies (Tricyrtis), too, are typically classified as fall perennials, even though some commonly available forms of these shade-lovers first open their intriguingly freckled flowers in late summer — especially those usually sold as selections of T. formosana, such as ‘Amethystina’ and ‘Gilt Edge’. Glowing red cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis) and cooler-looking blue lobelia (L. siphilitica) are dependable for August color, but they’ll often keep going well into fall. The same goes for the pink or white flowers of obedient plant (Physostegia virginiana) and turtleheads (Chelone); the tall white plumes of white mugwort (Artemisia lactiflora) and pampas grass (Cortaderia selloana); the white, pink, red, or purplish saucer-shaped blooms of rose mallows (Hibiscus moscheutos and hybrids); and the airy, purple-blue spires of Russian sages (Perovskia).


Though late-summer perennials are certainly welcome when they normally flower, the blooms they carry into fall often aren’t as fresh-looking or abundant as they are in August. If your goal is to create a really fantastic fall display, cutting back the plants lightly just as the flower buds start to form can delay their first blooms until September or even later. Or, you may choose to cut them back harder a few weeks earlier; that won’t delay the bloom time as much, but it has the added benefit of helping to reduce the overall height of the plants at the same time — a real bonus for long-stemmed bloomers such as many asters, boltonias, chrysanthemums, ironweeds (Vernonia), Joe-Pye weeds (Eupatorium), perennial sunflowers (Helianthus), and sneezeweeds (Helenium).
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Delay the display. In areas with long growing seasons, classic fall perennials may begin blooming in August or even earlier. That’s not a problem on low-growing leadwort (Ceratostigma plumbaginoides) [above left], because it will keep flowering into autumn, but it can be a disappointment on purple ironweeds (Vernonia) [right], sunny yellow sunflowers (Helianthus) [bottom left], and others that may be done flowering by fall. Cutting these back in summer can postpone their show for the big finale.









Fall Technique 2





Staking for Support


Fall-flowering plants tend to be on the large side, and little wonder: They’ve had the whole growing season to grow up, out, or up and out, and they make the most of it! This characteristic makes fall annuals and perennials challenging to use well in the garden. Because they take a while to get going early in the season, it’s tempting to plant them close together or to give them bushy companions so there won’t be large gaps in spring and summer. Once the late-bloomers hit their stride, though, they’re competing for light and space, and this can lead to weak stems that sprawl onto paths or smother their companions. Fortunately, it’s possible to arrange matters so fall-bloomers can hold their heads up without sacrificing the beauty of your borders earlier in the season.


The most common way of “stopping the flop” is to provide direct support for the plants in the form of stakes, hoops, or some other structure. It’s possible to prop up plants after they’ve fallen, but it’s far better to put in some kind of support system before they keel over. It’s a real challenge to tie up or stake mature plants without ruining their loose, natural beauty — and without possibly damaging them or their companions in the process. A tight binding of stakes and string may do the job, but tightly corseted plants certainly don’t add anything to the garden.


If your plants are leaning just a little, you may be able to help them straighten up a bit by thinning out some of the blooms or by removing a few of the stems altogether. In other cases, you’re better off admitting defeat and cutting the plants back to the ground, then resolving to place supports earlier in the season next year. (All is not lost in this case: Place the cut stems in an old watering can to decorate your front step, or bring them indoors to enjoy as beautiful fall bouquets.)


For a plant that you know will sprawl every year, advance planning is definitely in order. If it’s been in the ground for several years and is overgrown, dividing it in spring or fall may be one solution. If crowding isn’t the issue, you might dig up the clump and replant it in a drier or sunnier spot. Or leave the clump in place but cut around it with a spade, in a circle about 6 inches out from the crown. (That can sever enough roots to reduce the plant’s vigor a bit, so it won’t grow as tall as it did the previous year.) During the summer, holding off on water and fertilizer can encourage the stems to be shorter and sturdier, as can well-timed thinning and pinching. (For more information on using pruning techniques to affect plant heights and bloom times, turn to Staking, Pruning, and Grooming. If these tricks don’t work, then spring staking is probably the best way to go. It’s not the most fun gardening project, but it really doesn’t take long, and you’ll be glad you did it when your fall flowers are standing up straight and tall.
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Hoop-type stake.








True fall-bloomers. Then there are the perennials that are naturally at their full glory in fall, waiting until early or even mid-fall to open their blooms. Upright sedums — including Sedum spectabile and hybrids such as ‘Autumn Joy’ and ‘Autumn Fire’ — produce their flower-heads several weeks earlier and may start coloring up in late summer, but they usually don’t come into full flower until September, gradually taking on darker shades of pink to red through the fall. ‘Fireworks’, a cultivar of Solidago rugosa, is by far the favorite goldenrod for fall color, but the much shorter ‘Golden Fleece’ (from S. sphacelata) and the medium-sized, shade-tolerant wreath goldenrod (S. caesia) are also great. Other goldenrod species are attractive, too, but they may come into bloom as early as midsummer and be finished by fall or may spread too aggressively to be good border plants.


Paying attention to the species you choose for fall bloom is important for other perennials, as well. You’ll often see monkshoods (Aconitum) recommended for autumn borders, for instance, but that applies mostly to A. carmichaelii, not the more available summer-flowering species, such as common monkshood (A. napellus). The same goes for the shade-loving black snakeroots (Actaea or Cimicifuga): Most species typically start flowering in early fall, but the widely sold A. racemosa (C. racemosa) tends to bloom from mid- to late summer. And if you want to enjoy glorious anemones in your fall garden, be sure to buy those labeled as Anemone × hybrida, A. hupehensis, or A. tomentosa ‘Robustissima’ (A. vitifolia); there’s an abundance of spring- and summer-flowering anemones as well. Even within one species, the bloom times of different cultivars can vary. Japanese silver grass (Miscanthus sinensis), for example, has many late-flowering selections that are ideal for an autumn display (‘Morning Light’ and ‘Strictus’ are just two), but some newer introductions come into flower weeks or even months earlier.
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Worth waiting for. Perennials that wait until late to show their color add life and freshness to the fall flower garden. Among them are goldenrods (Solidago) [bottom left] — shown here with ‘Evan Saul’ coneflower (Echinacea) — showy sedum (Sedum ‘Karl’) [top left], and the late monkshood Aconitum carmichaelii [right].







Some lesser-known stars. Seeking out some of the lesser-known late-bloomers is a symptom of the truly dedicated fall gardener. You’re not likely to find these for sale at your local garden center — not because they’re not garden-worthy, but mostly because they simply aren’t all that exciting-looking in a nursery pot during the spring sales frenzy. It’s worth tracking them down from mail-order nurseries, though! If you’re usually not impressed with ornamental-grass flowers, you really need to seek out sun-loving pink muhly (Muhlenbergia capillaris): Its clouds of rich reddish pink autumn blooms are just as showy as many more-common perennials. Giant-sized Persicaria ‘Crimson Beauty’ is indeed a beauty for the back of the border, creating shrub-sized clumps of sturdy stems topped with creamy early-fall plumes that age to a rich reddish pink by mid-fall. For tall, lacy, lemon-yellow blooms, Patrinia scabiosifolia is a real beauty; P. villosa is about half its height, with white flowers. If crisp white daisies are to your taste, seek out Montauk daisy (Chrysanthemum nipponicum) or the taller Leucanthemella serotina. Medium-height gymnaster (Gymnaster savatieri) also has daisy-form blooms, but in a light shade of purple-blue instead of white. Similarly colored Hosta tardiflora is a treat for lightly shaded borders, producing its trumpet-shaped blossoms much later than other hostas do. Other shade-tolerant perennial gems for fall blooms are pink hardy begonia (Begonia grandis), yellow waxbells (Kirengeshoma palmata), and blue gentians (including Gentiana asclepiadea, G. andrewsii, G. scabra, and other species).
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Hunt for these treasures. Looking for something different to grace your fall garden? Pink muhly grass (Muhlenbergia capillaris) [top] is a winner for late-season blooms in sun, while hardy begonia (Begonia grandis) [middle] is a star in shadier sites. For hues of blue, you simply can’t beat gentians, such as closed gentian (Gentiana andrewsii) [bottom], with unique, bottle-shaped blooms.










Spotlight on Asters


It’s hard to imagine a fall garden without at least a few asters! To be fair, the plants themselves aren’t especially exciting during most of the growing season, but once they burst into bloom, you’ll know they were worth waiting for. Most asters need full sun, but you can find some for shade, too: Average soil usually suits them just fine.
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Aster laevis ‘Bluebird’
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Aster divaricatus
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Aster lateriflorus ‘Lady in Black’
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Aster oblongifolius ‘Raydon’s Favorite’











Hardy Bulbs for Fall Borders


Sure, fall is a great time to add crocuses and other early-blooming bulbs to your yard, but bulbs aren’t just for spring and summer interest; in fact, some of them don’t put on their bloom show until the very end of the growing season. Like late-flowering herbaceous perennials, fall-blooming bulbs often get overlooked — in this case because of their out-of-the-­ordinary life cycle. You see, most of these late-blooming bulbs send up their leaves in spring, then die back to the ground for their mid- to late-summer dormant period; their flowers come up by themselves in fall. Most of us aren’t thinking about adding bulbs to our gardens during the height of summer, so it’s easy to miss their ordering and planting times. But for those of you who enjoy the unusual, these beauties are definitely worth a little extra effort!


Fall crocuses. Two of the better-known options in this group are commonly called fall crocuses (Crocus sativus, C. speciosus, and other species) and autumn crocuses (Colchicum). Their goblet-shaped blooms can be anywhere from 4 to 10 inches tall, while their leaves are commonly in the 8- to 15-inch-tall range. It can be a little tricky to use these late-bloomers. They need a companion that will fill the empty space in summer but not cover up the flowers in fall — one with enough vigor to hold its own against the bulbs’ spring foliage but not so much that it crowds out the bulbs altogether — a tall order! The ideal companion also helps support the delicate stems of the fall bulbs and keeps soil from splashing up onto the petals, so the bulbs’ blooms stay in prime form for as long as possible. The true “fall crocuses” seem to work well with low-growers like ajuga and dwarf mondo grass (Ophiopogon japonicus ‘Nanus’), while the larger “autumn crocuses” (colchicums) usually work well with somewhat taller ground covers, such as Alleghany pachysandra (Pachysandra procumbens).
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Spring into fall. Late-flowering bulbs, such as Colchicum byzantinum, are guaranteed to stop garden visitors in their tracks. Who expects to see crocuses blooming in autumn?
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Brilliant resilience. These dainty fall crocus (Crocus speciosus) flowers look delicate, but they’re tough enough to tolerate a touch of frost and keep right on blooming.






Other fall bulbs. If you’re going to have crocuses in your fall garden, then why not try some daffodils, too — specifically, autumn, or winter, daffodil (Sternbergia lutea)? While not a true daffodil (Narcissus), it does offer a cheery touch of bright yellow to the fall season. It shares the flower form of crocuses, as well as their liking for sunny, well-drained sites; unlike them, however, its foliage appears in fall and sticks around through the winter.








Hurricane lily (Lycoris radiata), also known as red spider lily, has a growth cycle similar to that of autumn daffodil: It produces its leaves in fall (in this case, usually a few weeks after the clustered red flowers open in early autumn), then goes dormant in spring. Hurricane lily can be frustrating because its blooming habits tend to be unpredictable; newly planted bulbs, especially, may skip flowering for several years. They’re worth the wait, though. The leafless, 12- to 18-inch-tall stems look best rising out of a low-growing companion, such as blue lilyturf (Liriope muscari) or another compact perennial. Slightly taller golden hurricane lily (Lycoris aurea) is a great companion for (or alternative to) the red species. When buying Lycoris bulbs, do keep in mind that some species (such as L. squamigera) flower mostly in late summer, rather than fall. Guernsey lily (Nerine bowdenii) produces a very similar effect to hurricane lilies in bloom, with slender-petaled flowers in various shades of pink.


Hardy cyclamen are a superb option for shadier borders, supplying dainty flowers and lovely silver-marked, d eep green leaves to enjoy from fall through spring. As with Lycoris, not all cyclamen bloom in autumn, so if you want late-season flowers, seek out species such as Cyclamen hederifolium and C. cilicium. They bloom mostly in shades of pink, but you can track down white forms as well. Hardy cyclamen are a great addition to the difficult, dry-shade sites under shallow-rooted trees. They don’t offer any interest during their summer dormant period, unfortunately, but they’re absolutely gorgeous during their fall-through-spring growth period!
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Lesser-known jewels. Once you’ve experienced the thrill of late-blooming bulbs in your garden, you’ll want to explore some even-more-unusual options, such as Crocus medium [left] and autumn daffodil (Sternbergia lutea) [right].









Fall Technique 3





Growing Bulbs in Grass


Fall bulbs add unexpected beauty to beds and borders, but those aren’t the only places to use them. Grassy areas can work well too, and they’ll look all the better with a shot of seasonal color. “Naturalizing” bulbs in grassy areas takes a bit more effort than planting in already prepared soil, but the results can be delightful. The trick to success is choosing bulbs that are adapted to your site and climate, then giving them plenty of time to mature their spring foliage before you cut it off. That can mean delaying the first mowing until late spring or even early summer: a good reason to naturalize only in casual areas, such as a side yard — not in a high-visibility front lawn. You’ll also need to stop mowing in late summer, so you don’t damage the emerging autumn blossoms. Naturalizing is also a great way to work more spring bulbs into your yard, by the way, so you can use these same techniques when you plant early-flowering bulbs in autumn.


Naturalizing small bulbs. Tiny bulbs, such as fall crocuses and spring squills, make the best show when you plant them in large groups — at least a few dozen, and ideally many more. Fortunately, planting them is a snap! Get a narrow trowel and grab the handle in your fist with the blade pointing downward and the curve facing you. Stab the blade into the ground a few inches deep, rock it back toward you, then drop the bulb into the hole you’ve created. Pull the trowel blade out of the soil; the soil will fall back into place. That’s it! (One other tip: If the ground is dry or very hard, water thoroughly the day before to soften the soil.)
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Naturalizing small bulbs.






Naturalizing larger bulbs. Autumn crocuses (Colchicum), daffodils, species tulips, and other larger bulbs also look best when naturalized in groups, so plan on planting a few dozen bulbs, at least. One option is to dig individual holes with a hand trowel: Cut out a plug of turf, dig the hole, set in a bulb, then replace the soil and the grass. If you are naturalizing many large bulbs, consider using a drill with an auger bit designed for bulb planting to create the holes. Sprinkle some grass seed over the whole area when you’re done planting, if desired, or just let the existing turf fill in over the planting holes on its own.
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Using an auger and drill.







Planting bulbs in groups in grass. Want another option for naturalizing all sizes of bulbs in grassy areas? Use a flat-bladed spade or lawn-edging tool to cut an “H” into the turf, with the sides 12 to 18 inches long and the center cut 6 to 12 inches wide. Slide the tool’s blade under the grass to sever the roots 1⁄4 to 1⁄2 inch below the surface, then carefully peel back the two “flaps” of turf. Loosen the exposed soil, plant your bulbs at the correct depth, then pull back the turf flaps to cover them. Use your feet to firmly settle the flaps back into the soil so the grass can grow new roots.








Amazing Autumn Annuals and Tender Perennials


Late-flowering annuals and tender perennials offer a bounty of other options for brightening your late-season beds, borders, and container plantings. Sure, they last for only one growing season, but they’re invaluable for adding colors, heights, and flower forms that you can’t readily get from traditional hardy perennials.


Tender perennials. Many long-bloomers that we typically think of as annuals are actually tender perennials, but they grow quickly enough to go from seeds or cuttings to flowering in just a few weeks. That gives you several choices: You can start them yourself from seed each year; buy small transplants in spring; or dig up existing plants in fall, pot them up, and keep them indoors for the winter. (You’ll find out just how to do that in Handling Cold-Tender Plants.) Whichever alternative you prefer, the extended flowering season makes these beauties worth the small investment of money or time. Among the classic “annuals” that keep the color coming from early summer to frost are begonias, cigar flowers (Cuphea), flowering maples (Abutilon), geraniums (Pelargonium), heliotrope (Heliotropium arborescens), impatiens, lantanas, salvias, verbenas, and rose periwinkle (Catharanthus roseus).
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Delay? That’s okay! If you get a late start with spring planting, don’t worry; that’s just fine with many heat-tolerant annuals and tender perennials. Try the pale blooms of flowering tobacco (Nicotiana alata) [top] for a softening effect in fall borders, or add some intensity with an assortment of hybrid dahlias [bottom].
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Annual accents.  This early-fall combo features the moody maroon flowers and foliage of ‘Hopi Red Dye’ amaranth set against a sunny backdrop of ‘Lemon Queen’ perennial sunflower (Helianthus).
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Falling for tall annuals. Later-flowering annuals can easily reach several feet in height by autumn, making them ideal for filling gaps in the middle to back of a border. Shown here are just two excellent options: spike celosia (Celosia spicata) [left] and common cosmos (Cosmos bipinnatus) [right].







Late-season annuals. Then there are the plants — both true annuals as well as tender perennials — that take their time coming into bloom, often waiting until midsummer, late summer, or even fall to start flowering. Most of these tend to be on the tall side; some, such as spiky purplish pink Plectranthus fruticosus, get 3 to 4 feet tall, while others, such as red or green castor beans (Ricinus communis), can shoot up to 8 feet or more by autumn. Some other excellent options for late-season, back-of-the-border color include amaranths (Amaranthus), cosmos (Cosmos bipinnatus), kiss-me-over-the-garden-gate (Polygonum orientale), and Mexican sunflower (Tithonia rotundifolia), as well as cannas and dahlias.


If you’re always a little late getting your annuals going in spring, that’s not necessarily a bad thing. Sometimes, when you try to get a jump on the growing season by starting seeds indoors and transplanting right after the last frost date, you end up with lots of color for the summer, but then the annuals fizzle out by fall. Sowing indoors a few weeks later than normally recommended, or even waiting until mid- or late June to sow the seed directly in the garden, means your annuals will come into their full glory some time in August, just in time for a terrific autumn display. Some annuals that are ideal for late planting include ageratum, California poppies (Eschscholzia), calliopsis (Coreopsis tinctoria), celosias, cosmos, flowering tobaccos (Nicotiana), four-o’clocks (Mirabilis jalapa), marigolds (Tagetes), nasturtium (Tropaeolum majus), shoo-fly plant (Nicandra physalodes), spider flowers (Cleome), sunflower (Helianthus annuus), and zinnias. This delayed-planting trick also works well for getting fantastic fall blooms from some tender bulbs, such as peacock orchid or Abyssinian gladiolus (Gladiolus callianthus) and the more common hybrid glads (G. × hortulanus). The latter take just about eight weeks from planting to flower, so you can wait until July to plant them for autumn color.




Cool-season annuals. Fall really provides the best of both worlds when it comes to annual flowers: The weather is typically warm enough to keep the heat-loving types happy but cool enough to support those that simply don’t thrive in very hot weather. If your summers normally aren’t brutally hot, you may choose to plant these cool-season annuals for spring color, then expect them to take a break in the summer and come back with blooms in the fall. Elsewhere, you can plant them in autumn for late-season color, and possibly enjoy them through most or all of the winter, too, where the weather is mild. (They’re particularly handy as fall replacements for container plants that have bloomed themselves out by autumn.) Some good candidates to try are bachelor’s button (Centaurea cyanus), diascia, edging lobelia (Lobelia erinus), nemesia, nierembergia, violas and pansies (Viola), petunias, pot marigold (Calendula officinalis), and sweet alyssum (Lobularia maritima).
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Late-season replacements. Cool-season annuals are ideal for filling those spaces that inevitably appear as the growing season winds down. Pot marigolds (Calendula officinalis), for instance, grow quickly from seed sown indoors or directly in the garden, and their rich colors are a perfect addition to autumn gardens.










The Late, Late Show


Part of the challenge (and thrill) of fall gardening is the uncertainty of when it’s all going to end. While knowing the usual first-frost date for your area gives you some clue, that’s just a rough guideline. Here in southeastern Pennsylvania, for example, our frost date is about October 10, but in any given year, our flower gardens may get zapped by a cold snap in mid-September or be blessed with an extended reprieve well into November, so it’s tricky to predict just what flowers we’ll get to enjoy, and for how long. Still, with a bit of planning — and a bit of luck, too — it’s possible to enjoy bright new blooms in October or even November in much of the country. Here’s a sampling of some true late-bloomers worth checking out:


Actaea (black snakeroot): A. matsumurae ‘White Pearl’ (also sold as Cimicifuga simplex), with brushy white flower spikes.


Aster (asters): Bushy, mound-forming, blue-to-purple fragrant aster (A. oblongifolius); tall, purple-flowered Tartarian aster (A. tataricus).


Camellia (camellias): Sasanqua camellia (C. sasanqua) selections and hybrids, such as pink ‘Autumn Spirit’ and ‘Autumn Sunrise’, and white ‘Snow Flurry’.


Chrysanthemum (chrysanthemums): Gold-and-silver chrysanthemum (C. pacificum), with buttonlike yellow flowers over silver-edged foliage; double pink hybrid ‘Mei-kyo’; single, apricot-pink hybrid ‘Sheffield Pink’.
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Chrysanthemum ‘Sheffield Pink’






Coreopsis (coreopsis): C. integrifolia, with dark-centered, single yellow blooms on compact, bushy plants.


Eupatorium (hardy ageratum): E. greggii, with fuzzy-looking purple-blue flowers.


Hamamelis (witch hazel): Common witch hazel (H. virginiana), with fragrant yellow flowers.


Helianthus (perennial sunflower): Densely branched ‘Low Down’ (about 1 foot tall) and ‘First Light’ (about 4 feet), both with dark-centered, bright yellow daisies.


Salvia (sages): Brilliant red pineapple sage (S. elegans); deep purple-blue Mexican sage (S. mexicana); yellow forsythia sage (S. madrensis).
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Salvia elegans






Sedum (sedum): Pink-flowered October daphne (S. sieboldii).


Tricyrtis (toad lilies): T. hirta, with purple-spotted white flowers; yellow-flowered hybrid ‘Lemon Twist’ and T. macrantha.
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Tricyrtis ‘Sinonome’






Verbesina (crownbeards): Extra-tall, yellow-flowered V. microptera and somewhat shorter V. persicifolia ‘Autumn Sunburst’.








Lovely Late-Flowering Trees and Shrubs




Shrubs and trees get attention mostly for colorful autumn foliage, but that’s not all they have to offer: Some contribute beautiful fall blooms, too! Several common summer-flowering shrubs keep producing new blooms over an extended period, continuing into early autumn or even later. Glossy abelia (Abelia × grandiflora) is one of these, with small, fragrant, white to pale pink flowers that start in late spring and continue through early fall, at least. Butterfly bush (Buddleia davidii and hybrids) also has small, scented blooms, but they’re grouped into much showier clusters that grace the garden in white or shades of purple to pink from early or midsummer well into fall (especially with regular deadheading). Rose-of-Sharon (Hibiscus syriacus) also flowers over the same period in a similar range of colors, with large single or double blooms. The flowers of blue mist shrub (Caryopteris × clandonensis) usually wait until late ­summer to open but continue through early fall, supplying a rich blue color that’s often fairly scarce in the late-season garden. And don’t forget roses for beautiful fall flowers! After taking a break during the hottest part of the summer, the hybrids often respond to the cooler temperatures and more-dependable rainfall of autumn with another flush of high-quality blossoms.
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Not just for summer. Roses aren’t a flower you’d commonly think of for fall color—and that’s a pity! Many hybrids, including Knock Out (‘Radrazz’), produce some of their best blossoms in fall, when moisture is more abundant and temperatures are more moderate.






Hydrangeas, too, are welcome in both summer and fall borders. The classic big-leaf hydrangea (Hydrangea macrophylla) usually opens its blooms in early to midsummer on the previous year’s growth, but its clustered blooms often stay attractive through the rest of the growing season. (Those in full sun typically age through lighter shades of pink before turning tan, while those growing in some shade tend to turn deep pink or burgundy by autumn.) Several cultivars, however, produce new blooms in fall as well as summer, making for a very lush late-season show. Some of these generous rebloomers are ‘Decatur Blue’, Endless Summer (‘Bailmer’), ‘Lilacina’, and ‘Penny Mac’, to name just a few. Two other popular hydrangeas with both summer and autumn flower interest are peegee hydrangea (H. paniculata ‘Grandiflora’) and oakleaf hydrangea (H. quercifolia). The tapered flower clusters of both go through a number of color changes as they age from mid- or late summer through fall, starting a green-tinged white, then turning pure white to cream before taking on various shades of pink and green in autumn. ‘Amethyst’ is a selection of oakleaf hydrangea that offers a particularly rich pink fall effect. If you’d prefer fresh white flowers for your autumn garden, try H. paniculata ‘Tardiva’ instead; it commonly waits until late August or September to open its buds.
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The range of hydrangeas. Why decide between fascinating fall flowers and colorful fall foliage when you can have both? The rich red blooms of ‘Lady in Red’ hydrangea (Hydrangea macrophylla) [left] linger over autumn-purpled leaves, while the rosy aged flowers of peegee hydrangea (H. paniculata ‘Grandiflora’) [middle] appear with usually yellow fall foliage. The white summer blooms of oakleaf hydrangea (Hydrangea quercifolia) [right] turn shades of green and rosy pink before turning to tan in fall, while its foliage ages from deep green to sumptuous shades of maroon.






Lesser-known flowering shrubs. To further expand your options for fall flowers, consider planting some lesser-known late-blooming shrubs in your borders as well. Bush clover (Lespedeza thunbergii), for example, deserves to be much more widely planted in Zones 5 to 8. It’s adaptable and easy to grow, and it’s absolutely glorious when its arching stems are covered with an abundance of purplish pink or white flowers in late summer and early fall. Mint shrub (Elscholtzia stauntonii) is equally easy to grow and may be slightly hardier (usually Zones 4 to 8), but it will probably take some effort to track down this out-of-the-ordinary beauty. It’s worth the effort, however, with long, upright spikes of purple flowers in early and mid-fall and fragrant foliage on a compact, 3- to 5-foot-tall plant. Chaste tree (Vitex agnus-castus) also has spiky purple-blue flowers, usually starting in midsummer and continuing into fall; it grows two to three times taller than mint shrub and tends to be a better choice for warmer areas (Zones 6 or 7 to 10).
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Out of the ordinary. Deciduous bush clover (Lespedeza thunbergii) [left] is a stunner in its fall-flowering glory, covered with hundreds to thousands of small but bright blooms on arching stems that can cover an area up to 10 feet across. Tea-oil camellia (Camellia oleifera) [right] grows larger — to 20 feet tall and wide — but its flowers have a much more understated elegance, best appreciated at close range.






Warm-region woodies. Gardeners in warmer areas have several more shrubby choices for fall flowers. Camellias, for instance, are a classic southern favorite for their showy flowers, which can grace the garden any time from early fall through spring, depending on the species or hybrid and cultivar you select. Sasanqua camellia (Camellia sasanqua) is a particularly popular choice for autumn because it can begin flowering as early as September, in white or many shades of pink. Tea-oil camellia (C. oleifera) and tea camellia (C. sinensis) bloom fairly early too, with white flowers. There are also a number of hybrids between C. sasanqua and C. oleifera, which offer the wider color range and more-substantial flowers of the former with the often-greater hardiness of the latter — a plus for Zone 6 gardeners who can’t resist the lure of trying these elegant ever greens in their autumn plantings. Holly osmanthus (Osmanthus heterophyllus), another evergreen shrub, is better known for its handsome, glossy foliage than its blooms, because the small white flowers are mostly hidden among the leaves. However, you don’t need to actually see the flowers to enjoy their delightful scent! It’s a good alternative to thorny elaeagnus (Elaeagnus pungens), another evergreen shrub that has fantastic fall fragrance, but which is considered invasive in many areas.
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Calling all connoisseurs. Franklinia (Franklinia alatamaha) isn’t the easiest tree to grow successfully, possibly because of soilborne diseases. But with exquisite blooms like this as the reward, it’s easy to see why gardeners want to try.






Late-flowering trees provide yet another opportunity for celebrating fall in the landscape. Like camellias, crape myrtles (Lagerstroemia) are usually best suited to Zones 7 and south, although some of them can survive the winter in Zone 6 as well. Their clustered blooms open in early to midsummer and often continue through early fall or even later, in white or shades of pink, red, or purple. Compact selections such as purple-flowered ‘Centennial’ (3 to 5 feet) and pink ‘Hopi’ (about 10 feet tall) are great in smaller yards; for larger landscapes, there are also species and hybrids that can easily reach 20 feet tall or more. Seven-sons flower (Heptacodium miconoides) isn’t nearly as well known as crape myrtles, but it offers several of the same benefits — including showy autumn flowers and handsome peeling bark — on a much hardier, multistemmed small tree (Zones 4 to 8). Its clustered, creamy white, fragrant blooms open in late summer to early fall; after they drop, the remaining flowerlike calyces turn bright reddish pink, making it look like the tree is blooming for a second time through the fall months. Franklinia or Franklin tree (Franklinia alatamaha) is even harder to find than seven-sons flower and tends to be difficult to get established, but its cupped, single white flowers are so lovely in the late-summer-to-fall garden that it’s definitely worth trying.







Eye-catching Climbers for Autumn Bloom


If you’re looking to deck your walls — and fences and arbors, too — with fall flowers, there are a number of colorful climbers to choose from. Classic morning glories (Ipomoea) and night-blooming moonflower (I. alba) commonly start blooming in mid- to late summer, then continue producing their large, showy flowers until frost. Dainty-looking canary climber (Tropaeolum peregrinum) is a more out-of-the-ordinary annual vine with small, bright yellow blooms over the same period. Two other equally delicate-looking, long-blooming vines are climbing gloxinias or chickabiddy (Asarina), with tubular white, pink, or purple blooms, and purple bell vine (Rhodochiton atrosanguineum), with pendant, moody purple flowers. Hyacinth bean (Lablab purpureus or Dolichos lablab) offers a much bolder effect, with twining stems that produce large clusters of purplish pink flowers from mid- to late summer until frost, along with amazing deep purple seedpods. Spanish flag (Mina lobata) can also fill quite a bit of space, with flashy, one-sided spikes of red buds that open to orange and age to yellow from midsummer to frost. But the biggest of the annual bunch has to be cup-and-saucer vine, or cathedral vine (Cobaea scandens): It can easily grow 20 to 30 feet tall in just one season! The cupped white to purple flowers often don’t start until early autumn, but then they bloom with abandon until freezing weather.






[image: Captioned image.]

Perfect partners. Don’t have room for trellises to support your fall-flowering vines? Large, sturdy, well-established shrubs can do the job too, as shown in this pairing of hyacinth bean (Lablab purpureus) mingling with Knock Out rose (Rosa ‘Radrazz’).






Tender perennial vines. Most of the flowering vines gardeners think of as annuals are actually tender perennials in very mild climates, but they bloom quickly enough that you can start them from seed each spring and still enjoy their flowers in summer and fall of the same year. Then there are the tender vines that you need to buy as transplants every spring, or else bring indoors for the winter if you want to keep them from year to year. Passionflowers (Passiflora) are one good example of tender vines worth growing for fantastic flowers through much of the growing season. Mandevillas, too, can put on quite a show; one popular choice is ‘Alice DuPont’ (Mandevilla × amoena), with large, rich pink blooms that never fail to attract attention. Those of you who enjoy bright colors also need to try Mexican flame vine (Senecio confusus): Its glossy green leaves are handsome in their own right, but the clusters of fiery reddish orange daisies are what really catch the eye.


Hardy climbers. Don’t have the time or inclination to plant annual or tender vines every year? There are several late-flowering hardy vines to choose from, too. Sweet autumn clematis (Clematis terniflora) is one that immediately comes to mind, with its dense blanket of fragrant white flowers in early to mid-fall. It gets quite large, though (anywhere from 15 to 30 feet tall, depending on the size of its support), and its tendency to self-sow makes it qualify as invasive in many areas. Golden clematis (C. tangutica), with nodding, bright yellow blooms through much of the fall, tends to be a bit less vigorous and much less likely to produce unwanted seedlings. Quite a few summer-blooming clematis can also produce blooms into early fall, such as white ‘Henryi’, purple ‘Jackmanii’, blue ‘Perle d’Azur’, and cherry red ‘Ville de Lyon’, to name a few.


Honeysuckles (Lonicera) are another group of summer-bloomers that can keep going well into fall, even through light frosts. The tubular flowers of ‘Dropmore Scarlet’ (L. × brownii) are an intense orange, while ‘Goldflame’ (L. × heckrottii) bears fragrant pink-and-yellow blooms. Late Dutch honeysuckle (L. periclymenoides ‘Serotina’) is also very fragrant, with reddish pink-and-cream flowers. For something really out of the ordinary, consider climbing aster (Aster carolinianus). Best suited to Zones 6 or 7 to 9, it doesn’t actively twine around a support; instead, its long, slender stems weave into or lean on a trellis, fence, or large shrub, then produce an abundance of small, purplish pink daisies from early to late fall.
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Attention-getters. Twining Mandevilla ‘Alice DuPont’, with Verbena bonariensis and petunias at its feet, makes an elegant display.










Climbing the Walls


Options for fall foliage color among vines aren’t especially abundant, but they make up for it by being absolutely spectacular!


Virginia creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia) and Boston ivy (P. tricuspidata), for example, typically turn clear red to burgundy in full sun but may also include bright orange, yellow, and purple; in shade, they can take on softer shades of the same colors.


Grapevines (Vitis), too, produce some exciting autumn foliage effects. Along with the regular edible types, ornamental species and selections such as crimson glory vine (V. coignetiae) and claret vine (V. vinifera ‘Purpurea’) commonly change to shades of red, orange, gold, and burgundy.


Best known for their clusters of white flowers in summer, climbing hydrangea (Hydrangea anomala subsp. petiolaris) and hydrangea vine (Schizophragma hydrangeoides) can also turn a lovely yellow in autumn.
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Vitis vinifera ‘Purpurea’
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Parthenocissus quinquefolia











Fabulous Foliage for Fall




Colorful foliage is one of the hallmarks of fall gardens, although you don’t necessarily have to wait until autumn to enjoy it. Thousands of annuals, perennials, bulbs, shrubs, trees, and vines have colorful leaves all through the growing season, providing a dependable source of red, orange, yellow, blue, pink, purple, silver, black, and variegated foliage for fall combinations. Cooler fall temperatures tend to enhance the hues of many colored-foliage plants, either intensifying the existing colors or encouraging the production of richly colored new leaves that rival their dramatic spring appearance. You can take advantage of the latter phenomenon by cutting many colored-foliage perennials to the ground if their leaves turn greenish in midsummer. This trick works especially well with variegated and chartreuse-leaved plants, such as gardener’s garters (Phalaris arundinacea var. picta), golden meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria ‘Aurea’), and ‘Roman Bronze’ columbine (Aquilegia vulgaris). Give them a thorough watering and a shovelful of compost mulch, and they’ll send up a flush of fresh foliage that looks great well into autumn.


Planning for fall effects from plants that turn from green to other colors in autumn tends to be a much more challenging proposition. These color changes are due to varying amounts of pigments within the leaves, which in turn are dependent on environmental conditions such as sunlight, air temperature, and soil moisture. That’s why the fall foliage show differs from climate to climate, and why it changes from year to year, too. A fall that is mild and cloudy or rainy is often rather dull, foliage-wise (at least if you like colors other than yellow), while cool-but-not-freezing temperatures and sunny, dry days usually produce brilliant reds, vibrant oranges, and rich purples. Early frosts and freezes damage the leaves before they have a chance to undergo their normal pigment changes, so even if weather conditions are perfect afterward, the result is drab greens and browns instead of a breath-stealing show of brightly colored foliage.
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