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Backyard Plant Propagation

by Cecile Garrison, UC Master Gardener

It's mid September and time to “think about” planting for color this winter and next spring. Don't rush
to the nursery and buy those annual snapdragons and Pansies as soon as they get them in. They will fry
in temperatures above ninety and we always get those hot days in September. It's tricky to plant soon
enough to get them established before the freezing weather but not so soon that they get burned by
an Indian summer.

You can safely plant many perennials in early September, if you plant them in the evening and give them
lots of water until they are established.

It will also soon be time to increase the number of plants you already have. You can do this by dividing
Cannas, Iris, Amaryllis, ground orchids and many other bulb or rhizome plants.

We had a large clump of red Cannas when we moved here almost three years ago. They were within
inches of the house foundation. We dug them up, divided them and put them in several different areas.
One year later we divided them again, set them out in even more places, plus gave starts to three
different family members and took some to the Visalia Garden Club annual plant swap! The original spot
adjacent to the home foundation now has a group of those glorious red Cannas as large as the one we
originally dug up and moved. Cannas are prolific! They also do amazingly well in large containers.

We did the same thing with some beautiful red and white Amaryllis, which were used as foundation
plantings by the former homeowners. The few bulbs we started with have been transplanted and
shared, and now number in the hundreds in less than three years.

At a plant swap we got several blue, yellow, and apricot colored Iris. They have been in the ground now
for three years and must be divided this fall, if we want to continue enjoying their incredible beauty.
They herald early spring in March and continue blooming through April. They are incredibly easy to
care for. We will be sharing hundreds of rhizomes with family, friends and at plant swaps.

Division of bulb and rhizome perennials is quite simple. Prepare the new locations by tilling in any
necessary amendments to provide the proper amounts of nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium and the
loose, well draining soil consistency most plants need to thrive. We always till in and topdress the area
with well composted steer manure. We use a garden fork to dig up the entire clump. If the individual
bulbs/rhizomes don't separate easily, then use a second garden fork inserted into the clump back to
back with the first fork: pull the handles apart and the bulbs/rhizomes should separate with minimal
damage to the plant.




We save seeds from all our flowers! This is the easiest and most inexpensive way to increase the
beauty of your gardens. Expensive equipment is not required! Annuls such as Cosmos, Poppies,
Echinacea, Black-eyed Susans and many others produce up to hundreds of seeds per inflorescence
(group of individual flowers). We have experienced a very high germination rate by simply pulling the
entire plant and allowing it to dry where we want more flowers.

The birds are also very good at planting flowers in widespread locations. They really love the Zinnias,
Sunflowers, Salvia, Rudbeckia, etc.

Wait until the seed heads are dry but not open, then snip them with shears or pick them by hand. If
you wait until they are too dry you may lose some of the seeds unless you have a paper bag under the
plant as you cut. Separate the seeds from their pods and let them dry further for two or three weeks.
Then store them in airtight containers in a cool, dry place until fime to plant. We use our seeds the
following spring but you might keep them longer if you store them in the refrigerator.

If you want a specific color or a plant you don't already have then buy the seeds. I plant a “flat” of
seeds then transplant them to individual peat pots when they have two sets of leaves. This is a process
you should do in late January or February for planting in late March and April.

Multiplication by cuttings is another way to increase your flower garden. Visit the Master Gardener
website under “Local articles” for more information on starting from cuttings. In the meantime, have
fun with addition, division, multiplication and sharing the beauty of flowers.
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