Lilacs (Syringa)


Aside from roses, there is no flower as beautiful and aromatic as lilacs.  Unfortunately, lilacs bloom for only a very brief couple of weeks in the spring.  To prolong their presence in your yard, grow a variety of lilacs including early, mid and late varieties.  With variety and luck you may be able to see lilacs in bloom in your yard for up to six weeks.  Weather has a lot to do with how long your blooms last.  Once the buds begin to open, pray for a cool dry spell.  Once the blooms are over, you still have a nice shade bush, but you have to wait for up to fifty weeks to see lilac blooms again.


Lilacs are beautiful, fragrant shrubs that come in more than 1000 varieties varying in size from 4-8 feet to varieties that can grow up to 30 feet.  Their fragrant blooms appear in mid-spring.  Cultivars can be double or single and have a wide range of colors.  Some interesting cultivars are red-purple ‘Monge,’ purple and white variegated ‘Sensation,’ pink-budded ‘Katherine Havemeyer,’ blue ‘President Lincoln’ and white ‘Edith Cavel’.


Most people buy lilacs from garden supply stores or catalogs.  Another popular way to grow new bushes is to take small shoots from an existing plant.  Select a shoot, which is one to two feet tall.  Look for root systems.  Dig deeply to extract as much of the root as possible.  The main root will be attached to the mother plant.  Use clippers to cut it from the main bush.  Plant the new shoot in the location you have selected and add compost to the soil before planting.  Water thoroughly.  Like all transplants, the survival rate is higher if transplanted in cooler weather and you keep the soil moist, but not water logged.  Once planted, a lilac may take a season or two to bloom. Give yours a head start by choosing and preparing the planting site well.


Lilacs are a low-maintenance shrub.  They will  tolerate almost any kind of soil, from clay to sand, but they do best on hillsides, slightly elevated areas or level ground where there is good drainage and they prefer at least 4 hours of sunlight a day.  Their roots run deep.  Like any plants, they will benefit from compost and humus worked into the soil to help retain some water during dry spells and to provide additional nutrients.  Frequent fertilizing is not needed.  Use a general-purpose fertilizer in early spring or one high in phosphorous to promote blooming.  Too much nitrogen in the soil will result in poor blooms.  Repeat the use of general-purpose fertilizer after the flowers have died off.  Spread your fireplace ashes around the drip line of your bush for bigger and better blooms.


If there is an extensive dry period or drought, water infrequently, but thoroughly.  Weed around your lilac bushes to maintain a clean, aesthetic look.  Pile mulch high to retain some soil moisture and to keep weeds down.  But, do not make mulch so think that new shoots are hampered from sprouting.


Lilacs are fairly hardy plants; most insect pests do not bother them to a serious degree.  Mice and voles are one of the biggest pests of lilacs, chewing on the bark of the stems of lilacs during very cold, winter months.  Lilacs are susceptible to a couple of plant diseases.  Most common is powdery mildew, which occurs most frequently during hot, humid weather.  Treat any outbreak early with a general-purpose fungicide two or three times about a week apart, as soon as the problem is spotted.  For major outbreaks, trim away infected branches and dispose of them.  Do not add them to the compost heap.  Powdery mildew will not cause long-term or serious problems for the lilac bush, however, the appearance is unsightly.


Pruning your lilacs is essential to promote air circulation and encourage more blooms and a better shaped shrub.  Prune in early summer after the flowers have faded, but before new buds have formed.  Remove broken, crossing or damaged branches at the ground level remembering that lilac blooms on old wood.  Every year or two, cut out several suckers from the base of the plant and also prune back wayward branches to maintain an attractive shape and size.  It’s also not a bad idea to get rid of a few older branches to make way for new ones.  One-to-two inch thick stems produce better flowers than old, woody 4-inch stems.  This is why it’s OK to leave a few suckers (as long as they’re not from grafted rootstock) to grow into future branches.


The easiest and most pleasant way to prune your lilacs, however, is to cut plenty of fragrant bouquets of lilacs while they are in bloom to enjoy indoors.  Keep your lilacs fresh by making sure that your vase is clean, strip off all leaves below the water level and use fresh, lukewarm water.  To lengthen the life of your cut lilacs prepare a solution of lukewarm water to the same amount of lemon lime soda and a couple teaspoons of bleach.  Even after a flower has been cut, it still needs to be fed.  The sugar in the lemon lime soda provides nutrient to the flower, the citric acid in the solution allows the nutrient to be taken up more efficiently and the bleach keeps the water clean.  This allows you to enjoy your lilacs for several days longer than using only plain water.  Enjoy.

