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Planting Bamboo as a Privacy Fence
By Kitty Angell 

Aransas/San Patricio Master Gardener

Even living close to the water, we sometimes feel the need to establish a privacy fence between the downtown lights and our yard. Something natural and non-invasive is much more beautiful than a tall fence.  

After contacting my former Horticulture Agent and mentor, Tom LeRoy, in Montgomery County, I knew that “running bamboo” was out of the question because of its invasive nature. Tom, who is now retired, but has a wonderful gardening blog called www.gardeningwithtomleroy@gmail  told me, “I love the clumping bamboos. There are several different kinds and sizes. They are clumping and don’t have long runners but they still make big plants. The true clumpers are in the genus Bambusa. Two things to remember: Stick to the genus Bambusa and remember the plants get very big.”

Tom offered some very nice plants like Bambusa oldhamii, Bambusa multiplex (also called ‘Alphonse Karr)’, and Bambusa multiplex ‘Golden Goddess’ which only grows six to seven feet tall.

Of the varieties suited to the coast, there are two varieties that look the best.  Bambusa textillis ‘Gracilis’ is a very elegant landscaping bamboo, especially for suburban yards. Its slim profile makes it ideal for tight spaces. Bambusa malingensis ‘Sea Breeze’ bamboo is the ultimate bamboo for the Gulf Coast. It is a graceful bamboo that can reach a height of around thirty-five feet, and be able to stand pretty cold temperatures.

According to BambooTexas.com “The leaves are very thick and can tolerate high winds and salty breezes. Many landscaping plants look dreadful under the harsh conditions of our coastal winds and hot temperatures. Not only is this bamboo tolerant of the winds and salty breeze, once established, is quite drought hardy.”

When planting bamboo, you need to consider the amount of sun it needs, the amount of water it needs and drainage, as it doesn’t like to have wet feet. If running along a property line it should be planted at least six feet from that line in towards your yard in all directions. Don’t plant close to other plants and be aware of overhead obstacles like a roof or tree branches.  

Dig a hole that is slightly larger than your container of bamboo and make sure to remove surrounding grass and weeds. The bamboo will get a good start by amending the soil inside the hole with a mixture of compost/mulch. If the root ball is caked up and down the sides, break them up as much as possible. A root bound plant can suffocate and die if new growth cannot get past the dead roots.

When placing the plant in the hole, reach in with your hands and make sure you can still touch the bottom of the hole all the way around the plant. After placing the bamboo in the hole, fill it with the newly mixed soil. It is extremely important to make sure the soil settles and no air pockets exist. You can accomplish this by filling the hole with water and letting it settle.

Apply a layer of well-composted manure on top of the root ball extending several inches past the edge of your original hole. Then apply several layers of a mulch with a neutral to low ph level like pine bark on top of the compost.  Mulching helps to protect the bamboo roots from the hot sun in the summer and protects it from cold snaps in the winter. The good news is that mature bamboos that shade their root system begin to produce their own mulch. Bamboo leaves are high in silica and will continue to act as mulch and recycle silica into the soil for the roots to use. 

Bamboos will never reach their full cane height if given no fertilizer. While composted manure is the most popular with natural gardeners, there are other options to try. The commercial fertilizer must be high in nitrogen (as you would use on your grass). Never use ‘Weed and Feed’. Palm Tree Fertilizer, Miracle Gro, and Medina work well. Be sure to avoid anything containing boron and salts. A spring foliar feeding of something that contains chealated iron when your bamboo is making new leaves will keep the foliage fresh and robust.
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