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sters, the “stars of autumn,” are invaluable additions to the late

season garden. They are suitable for many sites and styles of

gardening, from rock gardens and meadows to formal bedding and
ecological restoration, and are easily grown and propagated.

Asters belong to the Daisy or Sunflower Family, formerly Compositae,
now Asteraceae. Their flower heads appear to be a single flower but are actu-
ally comprised of many flowers-central disk florets and outer ray florets.
Disk florets are generally yellow but may be purple or rose-purple,
providing nectar and pollen to visiting insects. Surrounding these are strap-
shaped ray florets found in an attractive array of colors including white,
pink, blue and purple.

There are an estimated 250-300 species of asters worldwide. Asters are
found in a wide range of habitats—from salt marshes, beaches and swamps
to fields, woodlands, thickets, limestone cliffs and roadsides. Some thrive
in bright sunlight while others are adapted to shade. The asters chosen for
this study flower from late July to November, range in height from 9 inches
to 6 feet, and vary in habit from clumping to running or vining.
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Description of Evaluation Project

In 2002, Mt. Cuba Center, located near Wilmington, DE,
(USDA Hardiness Zone 7A/ 6B) initiated a project to evaluate
56 commercially available species and cultivars of asters,
preclominantly native to the eastern US. A special effort was
made to include lesser known species that have not been fully
evaluated for their potential ornamental use. Data was collected
from 2003-2005. The goal was to recommend superior taxa
based on the following observations: floral display (flower color,
inflorescence size, flower coverage, bloom period); habit (height,
width, foliage quality, habit quality-need for staking or
pinching); winter hardiness; cultural adaptability; and disease
and pest resistance. Ratings were based on a I-5 scale with
I=very poor, S=excellent.

All plants were grown in an 11,000 sq. ft. trial garden protected
by an 18-36" wire fence within a 100 acre garden protected by
a 10" deer exclusion fence. Most beds were in full sun; however,
partial shade was provided to woodland aster species by several
nearby mature pines and sweet gum trees located outside the
fence. The clay—loam soil in the trial garden, site of a former cut
flower garden, had been amended over the years with composted
leaves. It had an average pH of 7.0. The planting rows were
mounded 2-4" to assure good drainage.

Maintenance was minimal to simulate home gardening condi-
tions. Beds were periodically weeded and hand watered during
periods of drought. The beds were not fertilized and were
mulched with shredded leaves and hardwood bark. Plants were
routinely deadheaded to prevent reseeding. Winter protection

was not providecl,

Recent Changes in Nomenclature

The term “aster” is still correct if used as a common name but
recent changes in botanical nomenclature have made its use
incorrect for the species native to North America. According to
botanists, the genus Aster is restricted to Eurasia. Those species
native to North America that were formerly classified as being in
the genus Aster have now been divided into separate genera.
Eastern North American genera include: Symphyotrichum, Ionactis,
Emybia, Seriocarpus, Doellingeria, Ampelaster and Oclemena. Fortunately,
the specific epithets remain similar to those formerly used and
the common name for all the above genera is still aster. For
example, Aster novae-angliae is now  Symphyotrichum novae-angliae.
Even so, the common name remains New England aster.

Historically, the genus Aster, used in a broad sense, has been a
catchall genus, fraught with confusion and controversy. The famous
19® century American botanist, Asa Gray, Working at Harvard
University, attempted to define the limits of the genus and the

taxonomy of the individual species. He ultimately took a broad, all
encompassing view of Aster that had been accepted until recently.
More than 150 North American plants were included in the genus.

In 1994, Dr. Guy Nesom, a research botanist, attempted
to reclassify the genus into a number of smaller units based on
morphology (form and structure) and chromosomes. He con-
cluded that none of the American so-called “asters” were closely
related to Eurasian asters. This was initially met with skepticism
but subsequent molecular and taxonomic research supported
Nesom's hypothesis. Since, historically, the first described
species of Aster was European, it became necessary for all of the
North American species to be transferred to the Latin tongue-
twisting genera names previously mentioned.

We have adopted these new names in our plant record system
and signage at Mt. Cuba Center. However, in this report they are
listed as Aster to avoid confusion, while their currently accepted
scientific names are added as a synonym. Note that the majority
of the former Aster species belong to the current genera
Sympbyotrichum and Eurybia.

Observations, 2003-2005

Fifty—six taxa of asters, including nine New England aster
(Aster novae-angliae) and seven New York aster (Aster novi-belgii) cul-
tivars were observed for ornamental characteristics including flo-
ral display and habit, cultural adaptability, winter hardiness and
resistance to diseases and pests. Table I (page 8) summarizes these
plant characteristics and their performance ratings: S=excellent,
4=good, 3=fair, 2=poor, I=very poor. We found that with only
a few exceptions, most of the asters in the trial were rated at least
good to fair. We were especially interested to learn how the little
known species performed in relationship to commercially avail-
able cultivars and well-known species.

Individual flower color and size, length of time in bloom,
flower coverage and foliage quality, habit quality and plant
height and width measurements were recorded for each plant.
Flower color ranged from white to dark violet. Flower (flower
head) diameter ranged from Y4" to 212". Flower coverage in
most cases was excellent, from 75-100%.

Clean, attractive foliage throughout the growing season, which
was considered to be an important characteristic, weighed quite
heavily in scoring. Many of the New England and New York
aster cultivars gave a vibrant, eye-catching show of flower color
in autumn but the plants were marred in other seasons by insects
and foliar diseases. In particular, Aster laevis ‘Calliope’ and Aster
pilosus were disfigured by rusts. Lace bugs were particularly
damaging and widespread in 2004, especially on the species with

larger leaves SLlCl] as Aster mﬂCVOPbyZZMS ancl Aster novue~angliae.






