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O
n early morning walks, I 
go by a tree box with a 
sickly tree in it. Someone 

has laid plastic sheeting over the 
whole area and then covered the 
plastic with mulch. Isn’t it killing 
the tree?

Oh, yes, it is. Plastic sheeting 

around a tree stops water from 

penetrating into the soil – and 

is actually forbidden by DC law. 

Even perforated “weed barrier 

cloth” severely limits water ac-

cess to tree roots because the tiny 

perforations get clogged with silt. 

Tree roots need water and air. 

Whoever laid down that sheet-

ing probably thought it would 

kill weeds and help the tree. 

My azaleas are popping, but 
as soon as the blossoms fade, I need 
to prune them back severely – they 
have grown much too wide. When 
is the best time to prune azaleas?

You are correct – just after 

they bloom.

Do camellias depend on polli-
nation for next year’s fl owers?

Yes. Books have been writ-

ten about humans hybridiz-

ing camellias (creating desired 

characteristics by pollinating 

camellias by hand). However, 

birds and bees defi nitely do it.

We have a steep slope, covered 
with English ivy – which, we 
well know, is an invasive that 
does not support insect or bird life. 
We plan to remove it. What is an 
attractive native groundcover to 
use as an alternative?

Removing English ivy is 

no picnic. Use tools with col-

ored handles so you can fi nd 

them. Some people fi nd that ivy 

causes rashes, so wear gloves, 

long pants and long sleeves. Re-
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move all the roots. You may fi nd 

holes in the ground beneath 

– they are probably rat bur-

rows if you live on Capitol Hill! 

For the replacement planting, 

you might try a pretty but very 

tough native grass called Penn-

sylvania Sedge (Carex pensyl-

vanica). With a spreading habit, 

this makes an excellent shade 

groundcover. A fi ne texture 

and fountaining habit give it a 

soft appearance. If your slope 

is sunny, there are other native 

grasses, such as broom sedge, 

that also look beautiful.

When we moved to Capi-
tol Hill, I had a mystery peren-
nial that had not bloomed by the 
end of August, so I reluctantly 
removed it. When later, the pre-
vious owner came by – who had 
forgotten to mention that this was 
his Caryopteris – I began to won-
der what I have missed. What is 
Caryopteris?

Caryopteris clandonensis is 

a tall, bushy perennial with that 

rare beautiful thing in autumn, 

a blue fl ower. Best in a garden 

with some space, it appears as 

a kind of blue haze, 4 feet high. 

“Longwood blue” aka “blue-

beard” is a popular variety. A 

more compact variety is called 

“Dark Knight” and grows to 4 

feet wide and fairly tall. 

Feeling beset by gardening prob-
lems? Send them to the Problem 
Lady c/o Capitol Hill Garden 
Club at andrew@hillrag.com. 
Your problems might even prove 
instructive to others, and help 
them feel superior to you.  Com-
plete anonymity is assured. Th e 
next regular meeting of the Capi-
tol Hill Garden Club is on Sept. 
14. Membership details: 202-
543-7539.  ★
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