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Most plants grow on most soils, however some need specific types of soil to thrive. 
Rhododendrons, azaleas and other ericaceous plants will not grow on alkaline soils; 
they need acid conditions. If they thrive in your garden or surrounding gardens, your soil 
must be acidic. If the leaves of rhododendrons turn yellow, or they are missing from the 
neighbourhood your soil is probably alkaline. Your soil type not only influences what you can 
grow, but it can also have an effect on the leaf and flower colour of some plants: 
hydrangeas are a well-known example.  

TOP
TIP

How to keep a blue hydrangea blue

Some varieties of hydrangea are blue or purple when grown 
on acid soil and pink or red in alkaline soil conditions. So if 
you plant a lovely blue lacecap or mophead hydrangea in the 
garden, and your soil is neutral to acidic, it will produce blue 
flowers year after year. If 
you plant it on alkaline soil 
the following year it will 
flower purple-red or pink, 
even if it was clear blue 
when you bought it. 

In the open ground it 
can be more difficult 
to maintain those blue flowers, but it is easier if you grow 
it in a pot; hydrangeas make excellent subjects for pots and 
containers. Choose a nice big, deep pot, at least 40cm (15”) 
in diameter. Plant it in a lime-
free growing medium, Vitax 
Ericaceous Compost is ideal. 
This is specially formulated for 
rhododendrons, azaleas and 
other lime hating plants and will 
be perfect for your hydrangea if 
you feed it regularly. 

In hard water areas regular 
watering tends to make the 
growing medium more alkaline, 
even if it starts off lime free. So, 
to make sure your hydrangea 
stays really blue add Vitax 
Hydrangea Colourant, a 
powder containing aluminium 
that you can mix with the 
growing medium when you 
plant. You can also mix a little 
into the soil surface each spring and add it to the can when you 
water your plant. 

You can use this method in the open ground and in pots, 
however it is more successful in pots, especially if your soil is 
very alkaline. Regular watering with Vitax Hydrangea colourant 
helps to maintain the blue colour. 

Incidentally white hydrangeas do not change colour according 
to soil type, but they may blush pink in the sun.  

Feeding and watering 
Hydrangeas hate dry conditions, 
so regular watering is essential 
in pots and containers, and in 
dry spells in the open ground. 
Add plenty of garden compost 
or farmyard manure when you 
plant your hydrangea in a bed or 
border and make sure you water 
thoroughly before and after planting. 

Although they are not particularly 
demanding, hydrangeas need 
a supply of food in the soil to 
promote growth and flower 
production. An annual application 
of Vitax Conifer and Shrub 
Fertiliser is ideal in the open 
ground and in pots and containers. 
This is perfect for acid-loving 
plants so will not influence the colour of your hydrangea. 
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Andy McIndoe   

Andy McIndoe is a practical horticulturist and 
author. He lectures widely to garden groups 
and horticultural societies, writes for various 
magazines and publications and is a regular on 
BBC local radio. His advice is based on practical 
experience in just about all areas of gardening 
from growing a few vegetables to showing orchids. 

Andy designs and advises on gardens of all sizes and has 
been responsible for 25 Gold Medal winning exhibits at the 
RHS Chelsea Flower Show. He and his wife Ros have a 2 acre 
garden, Sandhill Farm in Hampshire which is open to groups 
by appointment. Both keen gardeners their special interests 
include trees and shrubs and using pots and containers for all 
year round colour.  

During 40 years’ experience selling garden products in garden 
centres Andy has always recommended and used Vitax 
products. Vitax Q4 fertiliser is his fertiliser of choice in his own 
garden, his clients’ gardens and his recommendation to all 
gardeners he advises. 

Website: www.andymcindoe.com
Follow @AndyMcIndoe on twitter




