
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Crape Myrtles 
by Michelle Le Strange, UC Master Gardener 
 
OK, I admit it.  I am addicted to Crape myrtles.  In my normal 
city-sized lot, I counted 15 crape myrtle trees or bushes.  I love the 
white, pink, purple, red showy flowers that bloom in the heat of 
our summer, when all else is dry and dusty.  I love the late fall 
foliage colors and the stark reddish gray bark and sculptured shape 
in the winter.  And to top off these good points, they are easy to 
care for and well adapted to our hot summers and mild winters.   
 
Crape myrtle (Lagerstroemia indica) is a medium to large shrub or 
a small multi-stemmed tree that can grow up to 40 feet.  Flowering 
can begin as early as May and continue into the fall.  Each cluster 
of flowers (botanically called a panicle) is 6-18 inches long and 
develops on the tips of new growth.  Each panicle is hundreds of 
1-to 2-inch flowers.  Color range includes multiple shades of 
purple, lavender, white, pink and red.  Some varieties have bicolor 
flowers (two colors on each petal), flower colors that fade with age 
or environmental conditions, or have panicles composed of a mix 
of flower colors.  In early summer strips of bark peel off the trunks 
and branches to reveal mottled new bark ranging in color from 
pale cream to dark cinnamon.  Leaves are often tinged red in the 
spring and turn dark green by summer, but the burgundy-colored 
fall foliage is the most remarkable.  
 
Crape myrtles need to be planted in full sun.  Choose a sunny site 
with well-drained soil, and make sure there is enough room for the plant to grow and spread.  Dig a hole 
twice as wide as the container or root ball.  Set plant at same depth or slightly higher than it was in the pot 
or even with top of root ball. Fill in hole around plant with soil, tamp down, and mound soil to form a 2- 
inch-high ridge around perimeter of the hole to act as a catch basin.  Water infrequently but deeply.  Crape 
myrtles are quite drought tolerant once they have become established; however, supplemental watering 
during dry spells will provide better growth and flowering.  Using a three to four inch layer of mulch out to 
the drip line of the tree helps conserve soil moisture.  These trees tolerate a wide variety of soil types with a 
pH ranging between 5.5 and 7.5, which is a perfect match for our area.  Foliage will be damaged at 
temperatures lower that 25o, but recovery is quick.  
 
Fertilize mature trees or shrubs once a year with a complete fertilizer containing nitrogen, phosphorus and 
potassium in a 4:1:2 or 2:1:1 ratio.  Young trees should be fertilized twice a year until they begin flowering 
well.  Using a slow-release fertilizer will provide nutrients over a longer time. 
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Prune in the dormant season to increase flowering wood for the next summer.  Remove spent flowers 
clusters and prune out small, crossing branches.  On large shrubs and trees, cut branches back 12-18 inches.  
 
Crape myrtles are mostly trouble-free with the most common problems being powdery mildew and aphids.  
Powdery mildew is caused by a fungus.  Patches of white to grayish powdery growth occur on the surfaces 
of leaves, flowers and new shoots.  The disease is most serious in shady, damp locations, especially where 
plants are crowded and air circulation is poor.  In most cases, planting resistant varieties and following good 
cultural practices will control powdery mildew.  Plant in full sun and provide adequate air circulation.  
 
Very few insects are pests of crape myrtle.  The Crape myrtle aphid is one of the most common.  This tiny, 
pale yellowish green aphid feeds on the leaves and young twigs.  They survive the winter as eggs, which 
hatch in the spring.  During the growing season, females give birth to several generations of live young, thus 
the high populations.  Aphids feed by inserting their mouthparts into tender new leaves from which they 
suck plant sap and excrete large amounts of sugary liquid called honeydew.  The honeydew can completely 
coat leaves and serves as food for the sooty mold fungus, ants, wasps and flies.  Several insect predators 
feed on the crape myrtle aphid.  These include ladybird beetles (ladybugs) and their larvae, green lacewings 
and their larvae, and parasitic wasps.  Aphids can be dislodged with jet streams of water, or soap or oil 
sprays.  Repeated sprayings might be necessary if infestation is severe. 
 
Crape myrtles are wonderful summer-flowering, drought-tolerant, low maintenance trees or shrubs for our 
Visalia landscapes.  No wonder I am addicted to them! 
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