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Making New Plants by Layering
by Jeanne Rose, UC Master Gardener
The business of plant nurseries is to start new plants and grow them until they are ready to sell.
Several plant propagation methods are used. The easiest is seeding. Seeds are sewn into flats which
germinate and grow into seedlings. Soft and hard wood cuttings from plants will form shoots and roots
and this is another common plant propagation method as are dividing bulbs, corms, and rhizomes.
Today I'd like to describe a quite unique and less familiar method of plant propagation called layering.
This is something that you can try at home with certain indoor and outdoor plants.
Layering is the process of making cuttings of existing plants (mother plants) to make new plants which
are eventually cut off from the mother plant. There are several different methods of layering depend
on which part of the parent plant is used and the age of the plant tissue used. Experiment with one or
more of these methods - you may be surprised how easy it is to make new plants this way.
Simple Layering - is done by arching to the ground a supple shrub stem up to two years old and holding
it in place with a U-shaped wire or staple. When securing the stem to the ground, damage it slightly by
pushing on the wire or staple until you feel a "crack" and then weight it down. Depending on the plant, a
layer made in late spring could be ready for transplanting by late summer. To find out, dig slightly
around the stem to see if roots have developed; if they have, probe gently to determine how extensive
the root system is. Only when the root system is well developed should the new plant be removed from
the parent. Be careful not to remove the peg too soon, or the springiness of the stem could lift it out of
the soil.
Air Layering produces a cutting without first removing it from the parent plant. The cutting is made in
mid-air on tall, leggy plants to produce shorter, fuller ones. Dieffenbachia, ficus and other tropical
indoor plants are good choices for air layering; this can be done any time of the year. Most air layering
of woody outdoor plants is done in late autumn or spring on the low sections of vertical shoots or "water
sprouts".
One method of air layering is to use a sharp tool such as a single-edged razor blade and girdle the stem.
You make a ring by etching two shallow cuts about 3/4-inch apart through the bark completely around
the stem. Then make a shallow slit to connect the first two cuts and peel away the bark. Scrape off the
green layer just under the bark. Apply rooting hormone with a paintbrush.

The other method is to make two slits 1/2-inch upward and 3/16-inch into the stem, insert pieces of
toothpick to keep the wounds open. Either brush the wound with rooting hormone or dip a few strands
of sphagnum moss in a rooting hormone solution and pack it into the cuts.
For both of these methods, cut a fair-sized square of plastic film. Wet a handful of sphagnum moss,
squeeze the water out, and wrap the moss around the wound; cover with the plastic, overlapping the
edges to help retain moisture. Cut two rubber bands and tie them in knots above and below the wound.
If there is a need to add water, simply loosen the top band by stretching it slightly. When roots can be
seen, the layer is ready for potting. Cut below the wad and pot moss and all.
Tip layering - Berry plants are often layered at the terminal ends of their canes to produce new plants.
Vining berries such as Boysenberries, Olallie, and black raspberries will layer themselves if the tips are
allowed to touch the ground. Each tip layered in this manner will produce one new plant; or, in late
summer, the tips of the new growth can be cut back by three to four inches and buried. They will
branch and root, producing multiple shoots that can be cut into individual plants.
Basketing, which is similar to outdoor layering, can be used to revitalize indoor hanging plants such as
philodendrons, pothos and arrowhead vines which have become leggy. I'm sure you've seen some of
these - in fact, you may even have some. Repot the mother plant into a container two inches larger than
the original one. Press fresh potting mix firmly around the root ball in the new pot. Spread out the vines
on the table and pull them one at a time into the pot, winding them around the plant. Anchor them with
hairpins straddling the stems. The little tan nubs at the leaf nodes along the stems (advantitious roots)
will eventually grow down into the soil. Over the course of the next year new shoots and leaves will
sprout at the nodes to fill the container and make a lush plant.
Experiment and enjoy the rewards of these layering propagation methods!
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