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CLEMATIS
Introduction

Clouds of purple clematis floating through an old apple tree, Sweet Autumn Clematis with its tiny, white, fragrant flowers arching over a mailbox, or the rosy mauve flowers of ‘Hagley Hybrid’ sharing its space on a split-rail fence with a favorite rose, clematis adorn our gardens so beautifully because of their special ability to climb with curling tendrils.  No matter what garden style we favor, no matter what space we have, there is a clematis that will add texture, romance and softness to the structure of our walls, doors, fences and trellises.
Requirements
Most clematis do best when planted in areas with full sun (six hours or more), although there are some varieties suitable for partially shaded exposures (four to six hours).  The soil should be loamy, fertile and very well drained.  Clematis prefer to have their lower section and root area protected from the hot sun. To achieve this protection, plant a spring blooming perennial, small shrub or cool season grass in front of the clematis to shade its root zone. Placing a small structure or potted plant nearby works well, as would planting the clematis with an eastern exposure (morning sun only). To help keep the root zone cool, a mulch of mushroom compost or other well-rotted organic matter should be applied to the surrounding area of soil, in a diameter of one to two feet.  Be sure not to mulch closer than three inches from the crown of the plant, because it could kill the clematis by rotting it.  Peat moss is not recommended as a mulch for clematis due to its water repelling properties. Unless you want your clematis to cascade as a groundcover, you’ll need some means of support. The support or trellis should include a grid system to allow the leaf petioles to entwine as the vine grows.  While establishing your clematis, maintain consistent moisture levels to develop healthy roots.  Do not allow the soil to become completely dry between watering, but also be careful not to over-water, particularly if you have clay particles in the soil.

Planting
Clematis that flowers in spring and early summer can take shade, so plant on north or east-facing walls.  Summer blooming types do best on eastern, western or southern exposures.  Fall bloomers can face southern, northeastern or northwestern exposures.  Before planting your area, properly prepare your bed.  Dig a hole 18" in diameter and 24" deep, then add soil amendments of compost and potting mixture.  These additions will provide nutrients and increase drainage.  Evenly incorporate these components with the original soil so the roots are not directly planted in the compost.  Clematis should be positioned at least two inches below ground level to aid in root establishment.  If the clematis is to be planted near a wall, tree or shrub, dig the hole at least one to two feet from the object.  If planting near another clematis, three to four feet apart is recommended.   Mulch the surrounding area with a layer of compost two inches thick, but be sure not to come within three inches of the crown of the clematis.  After planting, directly apply a liquid starter fertilizer, which may help develop new growth.  When using any type of fertilizer, deeply water and keep fertilizer at least four inches away from the crown or any other part of the plant to avoid burning the foliage.  Water the newly planted clematis well and keep moist until established.

Watering and Fertilizing 

Because clematis are thirsty vines, they will benefit from one to four gallons of water per week.  If planted in a hot location, they may need up to one gallon of water per day.  Watering should be done in the cooler part of the morning, or in the early part of the evening to avoid watering in direct sunlight.  If a liquid fertilizer is being used, it can be applied to the clematis with a watering can.  Remember to deeply water fertilizers and not allow the fertilizer to come within four inches of the stem.  Fertilizing should be done in mid-spring and mid-summer; however if the clematis is in bloom at those times, discontinue applications until blooming has stopped.  Using fertilizer during the bloom cycle will shorten the flowering period.  Suggested fertilizers can be 10-10-10, 5-10-10, or 5-10-5.  Mulching with compost will add invaluable humus to the soil, decrease the need to water by retaining moisture, and keep weeds to a minimum.  Compost should be uniformly spread  (about two inches thick) and not closer than three inches from the crown of the plant.  Gently work into the soil.  In autumn, bone meal can be applied at the rate of 3 ½ oz. per sq. yd.  It is rich in phosphates and encourages root growth.  Bone meal is a slow-release fertilizer and will work through the following spring.  Work gently into the soil, then re-apply two inches of compost for winter protection and to maintain moisture the following spring.

Pinching
During the first few seasons, the gardener should concentrate less on bloom production and more on establishing a healthy plant.  On large-flowered clematis it is best to wait at least one month before pinching so the plant can become established.  Look for two good buds, twelve inches above the ground, and pinch out the stems above those buds.  This procedure reduces the amount of foliage, which lessons the strain on the roots and encourages new shoots to appear.  After the new shoots grow to a length of about twelve inches, pinch above those buds. By continuing these steps, you will end up with a well-branched plant.

Pruning
When to Prune - 

Large-flowered, spring blooming clematis blooms on growth produced from the previous year, prune lightly and selectively in late winter or very early spring. 

Large-flowered, summer blooming clematis blooms on current year’s growth, prune hard (12" - 18") from soil line, in late winter or early spring. 

Small-flowered, fall blooming clematis, (Sweet Autumn Clematis for example) blooms on current  year’s growth or previous year’s growth,  prune hard (12" - 18") from soil line or prune lightly, in late winter or early spring.

If you make an error, don’t despair.  If you have pruned an early blooming clematis too hard, it will simply bloom later.  If you give little pruning to a  late blooming clematis, it simply means that it will be less productive, and may be straggly at the base.  If you forget to prune entirely, you still will get some blooms.
Defining Pruning Methods
Light Pruning: This process thins and cleans untidy growth from the previous year.  Usually it is done to a spring blooming clematis and is performed early spring just as the plant breaks dormancy.  

Hard Pruning:  This process refers to the cutting and removing of all of last year’s growth. Prune between twelve or eighteen inches above soil line. This is performed in late winter or early spring on summer or fall blooming varieties (clematis that blooms on new growth).

Tidy Pruning: This process is usually done to early flowering species, after blooming.  Removing any untidy foliage increases air circulation and helps it comfortably fit into the space you are giving it. This is performed in late spring or early summer, which allows enough time for the vine to produce the new growth needed for next season’s blooms. 

Note:  Severe pruning of strong woody stems is never recommended.  Clematis respond poorly to this action and the result may be fatal.

Winter Protection
Most varieties offered in our region (Zone 5) are winter hardy with no added protection needed from the gardener.  On the contrary, varieties that flower on previous year’s growth face the potential problem of freeze damage to their over wintering flower buds.  One method to help protect these buds is to wrap them with corn stalks or burlap.  Either of these methods will work well at keeping cold winter winds away from the flower buds, while at the same time allowing air circulation.  To give added protection to the root system, use evergreen boughs or clean straw as mulch.  This discourages root damage caused by soil during winter temperature fluctuations.

Transplanting
If purchased as a nursery grown containerized plant, transplanting may be done at any time throughout the growing season.  If a mature plant is to be moved to a new location in the garden, this should be done in late fall or early spring, depending on when that variety blooms.  A spring or early summer blooming variety should be moved in the fall.  A fall blooming variety is best moved in the spring.  In either case you want to avoid moving the clematis during its blooming time.  First, have the soil properly prepared in the new location; then transplant the clematis while being generous with the soil mass surrounding the root system.  To compensate for root loss, it is better to remove at least half of the top growth (this gives it a better chance of survival).  Water deeply, and mulch surrounding area.

Here is a recommendation list of specific varieties for certain situations:

Northern or eastern exposures
Suitable vigorous growing large-flowered hybrids are:

 ‘Bees Jubile’

Clematis tangutica 

Clematis terniflora (maximowicziana) - Sweet Autumn Clematis

‘Comtesse de Bouchaud’

‘Dr. Ruppel’

‘General Sikorski’

‘Hagley Hybrid’

‘Lincoln Star’

‘Nelly Moser’

‘The President’

Spring Bloomers 

In this group all flowering comes from previous years growth.  In the spring, watch for swelling leaf buds and cut out only the “dead” material above these buds.  Tie all growth loosely to the trellis at this time.

‘Belle of Woking’

‘Carnaby’

Clematis alpinia ‘Helsingborg’

Clematis macropetala ‘Blue Bird’

‘Dr. Ruppel’

‘General Sikorski’

‘Henryi’

‘Lincoln Star’

‘Mrs. Robert Brydon’

‘Mrs. Robert Thompson’

‘Nellie Moser’

Summer Bloomers 

This group flowers on new growth for that current year.  Pruning can be done in late winter or early spring.  As new leaf buds begin to show, cut all of last year’s material, leaving 12 to 18 inches above ground.

Clematis tangutica 

‘Ernest Markam’

x Jackmanni

‘Ville de Lyon’

Fall Blooming Clematis
Clematis terniflora  (Sweet Autumn Clematis).  This vine probably will not need pruning for a few seasons.  There are opinions that suggest ‘Sweet Autumn Clematis’ only needs tidy pruning in late winter or early spring and flowers quite well even when  neglected.  However, since this vine can reach 30 feet and if you prefer to keep the vine shorter, hard pruning in late winter or early spring will shorten the height and  still allow abundant flowering, as this clematis blooms on previous year’s growth and current year’s growth.

Closure
Properly prepare your clematis by meeting the needs for a well-drained, rich, moist soil and placing the clematis where its “feet” stay shaded and its flowers stay in the sun.   If you match the clematis to the space available, provide the support, water and mulch, and trim according to the blooming time of your clematis, you will have accomplished the basic requirements for a beautiful plant.  Now realizing that clematis are not difficult to grow (given the proper requirements) the possibilities arise and the “wheels begin to turn”.   What and where do I add color, texture, and interest to next?  There’s always that other favorite part of the garden to dress up!
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