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THE SECRET LIFE OF CREPE MYRTLES
By Timothy Mullin,  Master Gardener
Crepe Myrtles, properly Lagerstroemia, are native to India and southeast Asia; when introduced to Europe, they only came in pale pink.  During the Age of Discovery, explorers not only looked for new lands and treasure, but sought out exotic plants for the greenhouses of the wealthy.  People like Captain Cook and his botanist, Joseph Banks (for whom any banksia species are named), who traveled the world in search of new plants.  

In 1759, a Swedish merchant brought a crepe myrtle back from India and presented it to Carl Linnaeus, the Swedish botanist who developed our modern system of organizing plants into families and groups.   In the Linnaean system, crepe myrtles fall into the loosestrife family and are named Lagerstromia for that merchant who gave Linnaeus the first plant, Magnus von Lagerstrom.   

That first Crepe myrtle was brought back on a sailing ship.  Few plants could make the long voyage from distant locations on the deck of a ship in full sun, in salt spray, with limited fresh water, but those tough plants that did survive were treated like visiting royalty.  It wasn’t until a London surgeon discovered the secret of a terrarium, or what the world called a Wardian Case, in 1840…when the plant boom began in earnest…but that’s another tale.      

Many of the early plants that were shuffled around the world were transported as seeds, while others were sent bare-rooted, packed in crates.  In fact, all the new plants discovered during the Lewis and Clark expedition into the American west (1804-1806) were sent back packed in crates….but that’s a different tale.

Because Crepe Myrtles (CM) came from sub-tropical climates, they were originally grown in greenhouses (in Europe and America), and were multi-stemmed tall shrubs.  Only through cross breeding with other Crepe species did single trunks and cold hardiness come about.

The CM first came to America from England about 1790.  It came into the port of Charleston.  It would have been pale pink as the rosy pink variety had not yet been introduced (1792).  They were advertised by nurseries as greenhouse plants.   

Most people emptied out their greenhouses in the summer time, placing the potted exotics around the garden.  Certainly in some southern garden, the seeds dropped and volunteers came up, and friends would tell friends that CMs could survive and started planting them out-of-doors.  By 1860, most nurseries were offering crepe myrtles as hardy below the 35* latitude, or south of Tennessee.  There were planted farther north, as annuals, and in areas of mild winters the roots would survive.  They might be frozen to the ground, but they came back in very neat symmetric growth every year and bloomed.

A well-documented 1840s garden in Delaware included a crepe myrtle as a specimen plant, which froze to the ground each year, but grew back in a symmetric ball and bloomed beautifully.  This perfect shape led other gardeners farther south, where the plants didn’t die back, to harshly prune their hardy crepe myrtles into sticks for that nice round shape in the summer; many people call this “crepe murder,” but it was a standard Victorian landscape treatment for this beautiful plant.

The original species flowered pale pink, and when the rosy pink species was introduced, it was wildly popular, and crossed with the original species for all shades of pink.  The next introduction came along in 1841, and it was purple, and the Victorians raved, soon after a red variety, and then a lavender variety were introduced.

By the 1860s, carefully pruned crepes could be trained into trees and were planted as allees, by the 1870s tree forms were more common and being planted across the south; Harriet Fulton ordered several for her garden.  A number of old gardens have crepes from the second half of the 19th century still growing.  The first half of the 20th century saw crepes coming close to being overused. There are several planted in 1904 around a courthouse in southern Maryland which are now  massive.

Hybridizing in the last half of the 20th C. has miniaturized them, made them cold hardy, come up with stunning colors, and a species from Japan has been crossed for  more tree-like growth, almost white bark, and mildew resistance.

This old garden favorite was one of the early imports from Asia, but has become an old family friend.
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