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Nothing says fall is here like a field of purple asters and goldenrod blooming in the sun.  The asters that we 
commonly see out in the fields are usually the New England aster (Aster novae-angliae) and the New York aster 
(Aster novi-belgii).  For those of you who follow Latin plant names, you may see both of these plants listed with 
the new genus name Symphyotrichum instead of Aster.  Many asters have been reclassified based on DNA.  
Asters are appropriately named as the word “aster” comes from the Greek “astron” which means star and the 
yellow-centered, star-like flowers come in shades of purple, lavender, blue, pink, magenta and white. 

 

Most cultivated asters are herbaceous perennials, but there are annual, biennial, and woody species too.  
Generally asters grow best in moist, well drained soils with plenty of sunlight.  With over 250 types of asters you 
are bound to find one to match your garden conditions. 

 

The New England aster is a tall native wildflower growing up to six feet 
tall and spreading 2 to 4 feet wide. Give it room in the back of the 
flower bed or let run free in a meadow garden.  The flowers are 1.5 to 
2 inches across and consist of 40 to 50 ray flowers surrounding a 
yellow disc center.  Flower colors include red, blue, indigo, violet, 
white, and pink.  It has thick stems and hairy leaves.  Plants stand 
upright but the habit is loose and open.  Many recommend the dwarf 
variety (18 inches tall) ‘Purple Dome’ as the best purple.  ‘Alma 
Potschke’ has bright rose-colored flowers and ‘Mt. Everest’ has white 
blooms.  Some sources list New England aster as deer resistant. 

 

New York aster is also a native plant of eastern North America.  It is usually in full bloom around September 29, 
the Feast of St. Michael, hence the common name Michaelmas daisy.  Flowers are usually purple with yellow 
centers, but many cultivars are available with pink, white, indigo and blue blooms.  Plants grow three to four 
feet tall with a three foot spread.  New York aster has smoother foliage than New England aster, tends to be a 
bit shorter, has thinner stems and flowers have about half as many ray florets.  ‘Crimson Brocade’ grows 3 feet 
tall and has semi-double magenta-red flowers.  ‘Eventide’ has semi-double purple blooms and gets to be 3 feet 
tall.  At 3.5 feet tall, ‘Bonningale White’ has double white blooms. 

 

Have a shady spot that could use some fall color?  Try the white wood aster (Eurybia divaricata) which has white 
blooms with yellow to red centers.  Plants bloom late summer into fall.  Generally plants are about 2.5 feet tall 
although they can grow taller.  Leave the plants standing through the winter so juncos, native sparrows and 
goldfinches can eat the seeds.  Or try the blue wood aster (Symphyotrichum cordifolium) which has pale blue to 
rich blue flowers with yellow centers in early fall.  Both are native to the eastern U.S. and easily grown in 
average, well-drained soils. 

 

 

 

 

 

New England aster  



Frikart's aster (Aster x frikartii) is a hybrid that combines the large flowers of Italian aster (Aster amellus) with 
the long bloom time of Himilayan aster (Aster thomsonii).  Plants are 2 to 3 feet tall with fragrant lavender-blue 
blooms with yello  w centers.  A popular garden flower as they can bloom from July until a hard frost.  Two 
recommended cultivars at the Chicago Botanic Garden are ‘Monch’ and ‘Wonder of Staffa’.  Not reliably hardy 
in zone 5, good drainage and applying a light winter mulch to help protect plant crowns are recommended. 

 

Asters are generally pest free although the lacebug can sometimes be 
a  nuisance.  This small, grayish insect sucks the plant juices from leaf 
undersides, mainly of the New York types.  This causes leaves to 
yellow and fall off.  Powdery mildew and rust can sometimes be a 
problem.  When possible choose disease resistant plants as a defense 
against these foliar diseases. 

 

The colorful flowers provide a much needed fall nectar source for 
many pollinators and are visited by Monarchs, other butterflies and 
native bees. 

 

Whether your garden is formal or you are trying to create a meadow, garden centers carry a wide variety of 
asters.  Combine asters with goldenrods, purple ironweed, mums, tall sedums, ornamental cabbage, helianthus 
or switch grass for a fabulous fall garden. 

 

Resources for this article include:  Cornell University, Colorado State University Extension, Chicago Botanic 
Garden, University of Vermont Extension & American Beauties Native Plants. 


