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Crape Murder is a Crime!
I am a big fan of crape myrtles! Crape myrtles are seen in landscapes all over the Memphis area. In addition to blooming all summer long, they are also valued for their peeling bark, fall color and the beauty of their natural form. Not only are they beautiful, they are also tough, drought tolerant plants that thrive during our sweltering summers. Now if we can only convince people to stop “crape murder”. 
Crape murder is the practice of chopping off the tops of crape myrtles. This practice has become commonplace. Carol Reese, the Ornamental Horticulture Specialist with the UT Extension Service, tells her audience to “stop the chop”.  Many people and landscapers believe that it is required to promote flowering; some prune because they plant crape myrtles in the wrong place and it has gotten too large for the area. Others see their neighbors or a landscaper doing it and feel the need to follow suit. There may be some instances when this is necessary, but light pruning is usually all that is needed. The amount of pruning would depend on the desired shape and size of the plant.
Flowers of crape myrtle are produced on new growth. It will produce flowers without any pruning although some light pruning will produce larger flowers and blooms. Pruning in late winter and early spring will stimulate new growth in the spring. To encourage a second bloom in the summer, prune flowers immediately after they fade.  
In order to develop a natural tree shape, remove limbs growing from the ground level except the three to five strongest limbs. As the tree matures, remove the lower, lateral branches one-third to halfway up the height of the plant. Remove all branches that are crossing or rubbing against each other and shoots growing into the center of the canopy. Cuts should be made to a side branch or close to the trunk, working your way back to the center three to five strongest limbs. If you can reach the seed heads, feel free to remove them in late winter or early spring. If not, allow nature to run its course and you will still have a plant that blooms and looks graceful. Always remember to choose the right plant for the right place. Plant a known cultivar in a location with enough space for the plant to naturally mature. 
You should always practice corrective pruning to remove defective or dead branches. Do this as soon as you see the problem. Again, prune to remove lateral braches, small twigs or branches in the center to create more open space for air movement and sun light to get in while the plant is still dormant.
Let’s spread the word on how to properly prune crape myrtles and put an end to the heinous crime of   “crape murder”!
Until next time, have a great Valentine’s Day! 
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