Growing fuchsias in the ground - Barbara's Way
I have never been successful with growing anything pots. So when I started growing fuchsias over 30 years ago
I decided to try to grow them in the ground. I discovered they actually need much less care in the ground than
in pots and for most of the year they only need watering once or twice a week. In the heatwave conditions of
New Year 2005-6, I only lost 2 fuchsias out of almost 400 despite 40 degree + temperatures. In fact only about
20 were badly affected and I only watered every second day. If the fuchsias had been more established they
would probably have fared better still, many of them had only been planted for a few months. I had no losses in
summer of 2006-7. I believe my planting method is what helped them, along with underground watering.
These instructions are based on central Blue Mountains (NSW) conditions; you may have to adapt them to suit
your area. I aim to grow healthy plants that look attractive with no reference to competition standards or the
conventional way of growing fuchsias. Many of my methods are adapted from dozens of books or magazines
and some are considered unconventional. The main thing is it does work!
Plants can be transferred straight from 3” pots to the ground so long as they are robust and it is not extremely
hot or cold, avoid planting out in mid summer and mid winter. You can plant out large fuchsias from pots at
any time but again try to avoid hot or very cold weather.

Soil and Position
Fuchsias need well-drained soil with a lot of organic matter in it, this can be added if necessary, they like to be
moist but hate to be wet. Contrary to popular opinion fuchsias do NOT thrive in very shady positions they grow
very leggy and produce fewer flowers. Ideally fuchsias need at least a few hours sun a day preferably in the
morning. A perfect spot is one that gets morning sun, afternoon shade or lightly mottled shade from a tree or
shade from a 50% shade cloth all day. There are some fuchsias that will grow in full sun in the central Blue
Mountains - check out my website (see below) for a full list. Fuchsias need a lot of light to flourish. Having a
light sandy soil I have to add a lot of manure and compost and have shade sails across my backyard, as there is
no summer shade. I prefer this open feeling to the closed in feeling of a shade house or gazebo. I use and
underground weeping irrigation system that is buried about 1 inch below the soil surface (fuchsias are shallow
rooted) with our water restrictions this is still permitted and except in the hottest weather the twice a week we
are allowed to use it is sufficient in fact for much of the year only once is necessary. For 2 weeks around New
Year 2005/6 I supplement it with tank watering but only occasionally.
For the first few weeks after planting new fuchsias daily watering is sometimes needed - check the soil to see if
necessary before watering.

Planting fuchsias
Dig a hole at least 2-3 times the width and depth of the pot you are planting if you have clay soil do not dig into
the clay you will need to build up a raised bed. Put the loose soil in a bucket, add water crystals and Osmocote
at the recommended rate. If the soil is of poor quality discard some of it and replace with well-rotted compost
or manure. Carefully tease the outermost roots out then plant about 3cm lower than the soil level in the pot (see
diagram).
This plus the mulch will protect the fuchsia from heat
and frost, many books written by well known fuchsia
experts recommend this for cold areas, it also helps in
our hot summer weather. Fill in under and around with
the soil from the bucket, press down firmly making
sure you don’t damage the roots, handle the stem
carefully especially if it is still soft. Water well. Cover
with 3-6 cm of mulch.
For a bush/shrub fuchsia it is important that the leaves of the plant are not near or in contact with the ground, in
fact they should be well clear as the flowers will be damaged as the weight of them will pull branches much
lower and diseases are much more prevalent if air cannot circulate. If you are growing your own plants from
cuttings or can get ones that haven’t been pinched out follow these diagrams.

Pinch out the growing tip after 3 sets of leaves have formed, then pinch out each branch after 2 sets of leaves
have formed and stake securely. Remove the 3 sets of leaves from short trunk as soon as the head has
developed. As you can see from the diagram (only shows branches) this will keep the foliage clear of the
ground.
If the plant is established remove the lower leaves and branches to encourage the higher growth and so it
doesn’t drag in the ground. Follow the diagrams below.

As you can see this plants branches are already below the level of the pot and will be on the ground when you
plant it. Remove the lower 2 sets of branches if the plant has a central stem and stake firmly.
Many fuchsias particularly trailers (these can easily be grown in the ground if staked well) have multiple stems
so the above method doesn’t work.

Take the lower 2 sets of leaves or side shoots from each branch and stake each one with a short cane. The canes
should form and inverted cone shape. These canes can often be removed after 1 or 2 years, they don’t show
once the plant becomes bushy
The aim in all these methods is to produce a woody skeleton that will support the large amount of foliage
without bending or breaking the branches. If this skeleton is well developed with numerous branches (I aim for
at least 50 preferably 100) it will only be necessary to prune back to it each year then allow to grow. Pinching
out in future years will be unnecessary if you do a good job in the first year. You will have to sacrifice flowers
the first six months to have an excellent plant. I have tried the traditional method of cutting back to a short
distance from the ground but find that this doesn’t work for me and I prefer larger plants so I can enjoy the
flowers at waist or eye level.
With all plants pinch out (this means removing the two tiny leaves that form the growing tip) each branch at
least 3 times (this will give 8 branches from one stem) but preferably 6 times (this will give 64 branches from
one stem) or more, this with give a bushy plant with many flowers. In our climate the plants grow quickly and
large when grown in the ground so it is essential to pinch out or "stop" branches even on self-branching
varieties. The pinching out or stopping as it is often called not only sends the energy into the side shoots but it
strengthens the main branch, this is essential if you don't want bent or broken branches just when they are in
full flower. Flowering starts about 8 weeks after the last pinching out, once you have a nice bushy shape stop
pinching out and allow to flower.

Training fuchsias
Books refer to shapes of fuchsia and set sizes. This is mainly for competitions, so I let my fuchsias "do their
own thing" to a certain extent. If I decide to grow a plant as a standard and it keeps sprouting out at the base I
let it, and have a two-tier plant that looks great. If a bush suddenly puts out a long branch I just stake it up and
let it grow into a top story. I find columns are very good in the garden as the weight is more evenly distributed
on the stem.

Standards
To grow a standard you need a cutting or a small plant that hasn't been pinched out. Let the one-stemmed plant
keep growing, tying it to a stake as it grows and re-potting it as soon as the roots just fill the pot. Leave on all
the side leaves but remove all the side shoots.

Let it grow how tall you want it to grow before it forms a head (between 2 and 6ft) then let it grow three more
sets of leaves. Then pinch out the top shoot, allow the top 3 side shoots to develop, still remove any below this
level. As each of the six side shoots grow pinch them out regularly. Each time you pinch out a stem it will grow
2 more stems, so the aim is to get at least 24 branches preferably 48 or more. The more branches the more
flowers, once the head is about 8 inches in diameter remove the leaves from the main stem. If you are going to
plant the standard in your garden plant it out when it is about 8 inches tall. Tie it to a stake the size you want it
to grow so you don't have to keep replacing the stake (a 6ft stake on a small plant looks a bit crazy but after
snapping off several almost fully grown standards while trying to change stakes I have found it is easier).
Follow the planting instructions above. Check the ties regularly and replace any that have grown too tight.
Fertilise regularly with a high nitrogen fertiliser, remove any flowers while training they will slow the
development.

Columns
To grow a column start as for the standard but DON’T remove the side shoots, pinch out each side shoot when
it grows 2-3 sets of leaves DON’T pinch out the top shoot till it reaches the height required. Try growning one
6-8 ft high it will look great! Stake and fertilise as for a standard

Fertilizers
I use water-soluble fertiliser, as fuchsias are gross feeders. For the first 6-8 weeks after planting, water weekly
with Nitrolsol alternated with Seasol. Then change to a complete fertiliser, I use Osmocote slow release
supplemented for the next month by 2 fortnightly applications of a complete liquid fertiliser then monthly while
flowering. Most fuchsias take about 8 weeks to flower after the last pinching out. For standards or columns
keep up the Nitrolsol alternated with Seasol until the top is well developed, then change to the complete
fertiliser.

Pruning
In ground fuchsias must be pruned severely once a year with a light prune in summer to help with water loss.
Where you live will govern when you prune. For 30 years I lived Woodford in the Blue Mountains, where one

or two very light frosts were the norm, we pruned in spring as soon as the azaleas started flowering and by the
time they had finished the fuchsias were ready to bloom again, this way we had fuchsias all winter. At Lawson
only 5 minutes further up the mountains we get a few more frosts and they cause minor to major damage to my
fuchsias, all survive but the flowers, some or all the leaves and a few the stems are killed. So I prune in autumn
at least 6 weeks before the first frosts, so the new growth is hardened off. If you don’t have to worry about frost
you can prune at any time, many people prune in mid-winter as flowering slows down then.
Fuchsias flower on new growth so once established you just remove all of the current seasons growth, cutting
back to the skeleton of woody growth you have developed to support the plant.

Propagating
The method I use is modified from information given to me in Adelaide by a member of the Australian Fuchsia
Society,

The cuttings are planted in tubes in a polystyrene box, the propagating mix is 50% river sand 50% potting mix.
Tip cuttings are used ensuring the leaves don't touch each other or the tubes or the box.
The cuttings are watered in, then the whole box is put in a white kitchen tidy bag , wire similar to coat hanger
wire is inserted to hold the plastic off the cuttings then it is sealed thoroughly. Then left in a warm light position
out of the sun for 6 weeks. Make a small slit and peep in once every 10 days or so and if any mould appears
remove effected cuttings and spray with a fungicide. Re-seal the box each time – I use plastic packaging tape.
I have had a 95-100% success rate with this method. The only 2 times I had failures was when I used a plastic
box instead of polystyrene so I think that this provides insulation that keeps the temperature more stable. The
other time was the summer of 2006-7 when we had very cool weather followed by a VERY hot days, many
people had the same trouble with all types of cuttings not just fuchsias
I have formed a FREE club called “Fuchsia Fanciers, Australia” which is an informal group of enthusiasts
who exchange information and ideas and visit gardens where fuchsias are grown.. Many people have contacted
me after seeing my garden or website to ask questions and I think it is great to share some of the things they are
doing. Meetings are held in Blue Mountains and Sydney mostly, my website will link members in other places
together and put them in touch with any growers near them. If you are interested let me know.
I hope you find this info helpful - check out my website at www.nswabbeygirls.com or contact me on 02
47591170 or email barbaracooper4@bigpond.com , 4 Allen St., Lawson 2783 with any comments or
questions.

Hazelbrook Public School runs a greenhouse to raise funds for the school, propagating good quality plants at
inexpensive prices. The School volunteers in conjunction with our fuchsia group have annual fuchsia sales and
my Open Fuchsia Garden and sale which will be on alternate years starting in 2016. The other year the fuchsia
sale with be at one of the Hazelbrook/Woodford Open gardens in September.

Barbara Cooper.

