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The Beauty of Fall Asters  

 by Lyn Chimera

Fall is one of my favorite seasons. Fields and wood edges are 
filled with colorful flowering asters and goldenrods. This article 
covers the wide variety of native asters which come in blues, 
purples, rose, pinks and white. 

Besides being beautiful and brightening the fall with their 
blooms, native asters are a very important late season 
food source for pollinators, butterflies, and insects once 
the traditional summer flowering perennials have stopped 
blooming. After the flowers fade, aster seeds are a valuable 
food source for birds that winter-over such as goldfinches and 
chickadees.

Asters make great additions to garden beds or meadows and 
will give you lots of color from late summer through October. 
Unfortunately, they are often overlooked by gardeners for a 
variety of reasons. One is that people consider them to be 
weeds. (A problem with many natives.) Another reason is that 
they bloom in the fall so are not attractive to people who do 
most of their plant shopping in the spring. A third reason is 
that the native varieties are usually offered in nurseries that 
specialize in native plants or at least have a good selection and 
are not as readily available. 

Mail order is often the best source for hard-to-find natives. 
Check with local nurseries first because the more requests 
they get the more they are apt to offer native asters.

One of my favorite things about native asters is the variety. 
There are asters for sun, shade, tall and medium height. The 
following are 4 of the most common asters in our area. I’ll start 
with the ones that prefer some shade as they are my favorites.
White wood aster (Aster divaricatus) is one of the first to 
bloom. It will grow in part sun to dappled light as you would 
find in the woods. White wood aster will grow 1 to 2 feet tall 
on single stems forming a loose cover of starry white flowers.
Blue wood aster (Symphyotrichum cordifolium) is another 
aster that will naturally grow in a woodland environment but 
will also tolerate sun. It can grow 2- 2½  feet tall and forms a 
beautiful show of small blue flowers with heart shaped leaves. 
This aster reseeds rapidly. To avoid the spread be sure to dead 
head them after the flowers fade and before they drop seeds.
The two asters that most people are familiar with are the New 
England and New York asters. They are the common showy 
stars in local meadows in fall. They both require full sun to do 
well.

The New England asters (Aster novae-angliae) is the taller of 
the two, reaching 6 - 7 feet. Their colors are violet, purple 
and rose. These are the rough-stem-med giants among the 

native asters. To control the height in my garden I cut them 
back by 1/3 in early June. This results in a more compact and 
floriferous plant. However, at full height they are wonderful at 
the back of a border.

New York Asters (Aster novi-belgii) are smaller, 3 - 4 feet, with 
mainly smooth-stemmed. This aster variety has flowers in 
bright blues and rosier purples. 

Both of these asters will self-hybridize resulting in an interesting 
variety of colors in seedlings.

Since Aster seeds are such a good food source for winter birds, 
I do not cut them back in the fall. Yes, I get seedlings popping 
up in spring, but they are easily pulled out or transplanted to 
form a new patch. Most asters prefer a leaner soil that is moist 
but not wet. Adding a scoop of compost to the planting hole 
gets them off to a good start and is all they need.

Most gardeners complain about the lack of color in fall gardens. 
Native asters are the perfect solution and bring much more 
interest to the garden than balls of mums. 

I started many of the asters in my garden from seeds that I 
collected in fall from local fields and woods. Give it a try and 
enjoy the results


