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Spring is so close you can smell it.  It is easier to smell if you have fragrant plants growing near you but if you do not a walk would be good.  I like to walk around the UVA campus where the variety is excellent and this week the first magnolias of the season are blooming.
The magnolia family of trees and shrubs (Magnoliaceae, pronounced Magnoli-a-cee-ee) is comprised of seven genera and over 220 species and found in Asia, North America, and Central America.  In Virginia we can find six native species of the genus Magnolia and one from the genus Liriodendron, the tulip-tree (Liriodendron tulipifera). Did you know they were in the same family?  Of course there are other species and cultivars we plant and that do well here such as the star magnolia.
The six native magnolia species in Virginia are as follows.
Magnolia acuminata (Linnaeus) Linnaeus var. acuminata, Cucumber-tree, Cucumber Magnolia.

Magnolia fraseri Walter, Fraser Magnolia, Earleaf Umbrella-tree.

Magnolia grandiflora Linnaeus, Southern Magnolia, Bull Bay.

Magnolia macrophylla Michaux, Bigleaf Magnolia.

Magnolia tripetala (Linnaeus) Linnaeus, Umbrella Magnolia, Umbrella-tree.

Magnolia virginiana Linnaeus var. virginiana, Northern Sweet Bay.

General Information

Magnolias range in size from the small star magnolia to the massive southern magnolia.  Their rate of growth depends on the species. 

Most magnolias are valued for their showy, fragrant flowers, large glossy leaves and striking fruit. The flowers may be white, pink or purple. They may be small (3-inch diameter), with thin, strap-shaped petals (star magnolia), or large (12-inch diameter), with wide petals (Southern magnolia). Magnolias may not bloom for many years after planting if grown from seed. One seedling may not bloom for 15 to 20 years, while another may bloom in three years.

The leaves range from small (2 inches long, 1 inch wide), as with star magnolia, to large (10 inches long, 4 inches wide), as with southern magnolia. They are usually dark, lustrous green on the upper side, but may be light green, fuzzy reddish-brown or even silvery on the lower side. 

The fruit size ranges from 1 to 8 inches. They are reddish and knobby and open to expose bright red-orange seeds in early fall (September through November). The fruit is attractive to wildlife. The bark of most magnolias is smooth and silvery-gray. This is especially attractive in the winter landscape.

Landscape Use

Magnolias may be used as specimens, screens, patio trees, hedges, border accents and even container plants. There is such a wide variety of form and size that landscape use is dependent on the species being used. 

The ideal soil for most magnolias is rich, porous, acidic (pH 5.0 to 6.5) and well-drained. Most tolerate moderate drought and some tolerate wet soils. It is best to plant them in full sun or partial shade. 

Problems

Most magnolias are generally pest-free. They may be troubled by various types of scale insects, which can infest twigs and leaves. They are also subject to leaf spots, black mildew, blights, scab, and canker, caused by various fungi or bacteria. Control of these minor pests is not generally warranted.

Magnolias are generally soft-wooded and may be prone to breakage in ice storms. The bark is thin and easily damaged by mowers and string trimmers. As pruning wounds may not seal well, shaping should be done early in the life of the tree to avoid big cuts. Pruning should be done after flowering occurs.

Magnolia roots tend to girdle (circle the trunk or root ball) so it is a good idea to wash the soil off a root ball before planting so you can see if they are headed in that direction. Cut any circling roots, especially if located at the top of the root ball or close to the trunk. The root system spreads wider than most trees. For this reason, transplanting magnolias is difficult, as so much of the root system is lost. It is best to transplant field-grown trees in late winter or early spring but consider using container-grown trees for best results.

Right about now star magnolias are reaching full bloom so get out and take a look and stop to smell the flowers. If we are spared another March frost we will get a nice show in the next couple weeks from the Magnolia denudata over by the statue of TJ near the Rotunda on the UVA campus - definitely worth the trip.
For more information about landscape topics contact your local Virginia Cooperative Extension office. The local Virginia Cooperative Extension office numbers are Albemarle 872-4580, Fluvanna 591-1950, Greene 985-5236, Louisa 540-967-3422, and Nelson 263-4035.
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