
 

DIVINE    

DAHLIAS 

During the month of August & September  

many of the over 100 varieties of dahlias 

are on brilliant display at the  

Parker Scripture  

Botanical Gardens  

These gardens are lovingly tended  

by a dedicated group of  

Master Gardener 

Volunteers    

The gardens feature….. Annuals.  

Perennials,  Vegetables, Wildflowers, 

Daylilies, a Nature Trail and                

Butterfly House  

 

The gardens are open  

FREE to the public from  

dawn till dusk 

 

 

 

 

 

HISTORY OF THE 

DAHLIA 

 

 

 

 

 

Several species of dahlias are known to be 

native to Mexico, but the tender, tuberous 

dahlias we grow today are hybrids that 

have little in common with what used to 

be known as “Dahlia rosea” Of the many 

varieties grown today, they range in height 

from 2 to 8 or 10 feet tall with blooms 

measuring from 1 inch across to 10-12 

inches across, depending on the culture 

given.  Blooms grown for show purposes 

will probably be grown in a greenhouse 

and will be pinched back and topped to 

bear a single flower on a tall single 

stemmed plant with a very thick stem.  

Dahlia colors range from whites to yellow 

to brilliant oranges to red; from every 

shade of pale pink to fuchsia and from 

lavender to vibrant wine colors and from 

rich bright maroon to deep dark almost 

black, with amazing variations a 

combinations between 

One of the biggest mistakes made with dahlias 

is over-feeding them. AVOID using high 

nitrogen water soluble mixes, and other 

high nitrogen fertilizers such as mushroom 

composts and fish fertilizers. They promote 

weak stems, small or non-existent blooms, 

and tubers that rot during winter storage. 

 

A high percentage potassium and 

phosphorous fertilizer such as 5-10-10 or 

10-20-20 or even 0-20-20 is recommended. 

These compounds can be found as vegetable 

fertilizers at local garden centers, and should 

be applied within 30 days of planting, and 

repeated about 6 weeks later. Potassium and 

Phosphorous break down slowly and will be 

available to your plants during peak 

blooming. Always check labels for nitrogen 

content when buying fertilizer for dahlias. 

Nitrogen percentage is the first number 

listed on the label. 
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The ground should be 

warm and well-drained 

at planting. Lay the 

tuber horizontally at a 

depth of 6 “, and about 

18” apart. If planting 

bed is not open on both 

sides, 24” apart is better,  to allow air 

circulation and deter mildew or mold on the 

foliage  

 

For a quick start, cover the 

tubers to 3 or 4 inches of soil (2 

or 3 “ below ground level), until 

the plant is up and growing.  

 

Shoots of the new plant are 

particularly vulnerable to slugs 

and other pests at this stage, so take 

precautions to bait and kill  slugs at this time. 

 

When the plant is growing to a height of 

several inches, finish filling the hole with soil, 

creating a hill to the height of about 8 “ to 

support the growing stem and foliage. 

 

All dahlias except the low-growing border 

plants will need to be staked when they 

become tall enough to be 

damaged by wind or rain, 

so put your stakes in the 

ground at the time of 

planting to avoid injury to 

the tuber.  

PLANTING              

CONTINUED 

Many gardeners use tomato cages instead of 

wooden stakes to support the dahlias, which 

have a long, hollow stem. Plants grow and 

are trained through the cage so it is not 

visible after the dahlia reaches the height of 

the cage. 

  

DO NOT WATER 

TUBERS AFTER 

PLANTING. Spring 

soil has enough 

moisture to promote 

proper growth and 

spring rains will 

provide ample water. 

 NOTE: in case of 

extremely wet spring, 

you can delay planting until drier weather 

prevails. Planting times are generally Mid-

April through May in the Northeast, but may 

be planted in March in the warmer Southern 

states. 

 

If planting in deck containers or pots, we 

recommend using garden soil or a mixture of 

2 parts garden soil and 1 part potting soil. 

Dahlias planted using only potting soil will 

dry out too often, causing poor bud 

formation. Over-watering to keep the soil 

moist in the pot will cause rotting tubers. 

WATERING 

FERTLILZING 

 

 

 
Dahlias prefer an open 

airy location, not 

against a wall that could 

retain heat or prevent 

good air circulation. 

 

Dahlias need a sunny 

location to thrive.  They 

need a good eight hours of sunlight, but not 

hot direct afternoon sun.  All day shade 

will produce spindly plants, sparse blooms, 

and weak heads. 

TUBERS? 

SITE SELECTION 

Dahlias grow from tubers, and are not bulbs. 

Lilies, daffodils, tulips, and other bulbs can 

be planted in wet, cold soils in the fall. 

Dahlias must be planted in warm, well-

drained soils in springtime after the danger 

of frost has passed (about the same time you 

plant your vegetable garden.) 

PLANTING 

SOIL  PREPARATION 

Prepare the beds a few weeks ahead of 

planting. Use good steer manure, or a  

commercial 5-10-10 fertilizer. Spread it 

over the entire bed and then till it in. 

Heavier soil can be lightened and loosened 

for better drainage by working in compost 

or peat moss.  At planting time, put a 

handful of bone meal in the hole, and work 

it in well before planting the tuber. 

 

The pH level of the soil should be slightly 

acidic (6.5 to 7) IMPORTANT: Do not 

amend soil with purchased topsoil unless 

you can be certain it has not been treated 

in any way for weed control. 

allow the plants to form roots which are able 

to absorb water. Watering too early will 

increase the chance of rotting tubers. Deep 

watering once or twice a week after the plants 

have become established is necessary in 

warmer, dryer weather or in hotter climates. 
Proper watering will promote better 

blooming. 

Most areas have enough rain to fill water 

needs until sprouts begin to appear above 

ground. Dahlias planted in mid-April and 

May in sandy soil will likely not need to be 

watered until mid- June. This delay will  



 

 

THE PARKER SCRIPTURE BOTANICAL GARDEN IS OPEN FREE TO 

THE PUBLIC 7 DAYS A WEEK, DAWN TO DUSK 

http://www.dahlia.org/ 

 
 

DAHLIA FORMS 

 

To promote shorter bushier 

plants with better stems for 

cutting, pinch or cut out the 

center shoot when the plant 

is about 20 inches tall. 

 

They should be checked several times during 

the winter months to monitor their condition. 

REMEMBER THERE ARE NO HARD 

AND FAST RULES FOR STORING 

DAHLIAS.  You may find some variation of 

the above-mentioned suggestions and find that 

something else works best for your climate. 

Stick with whatever works for you. 

 

TOPPING  

 

To “set” blooms and make 

arrangements of cut 

flowers, last 4 to 6 days, 

place cut flower stems in 

VERY HOT WATER 

(ABOUT 160') and then 

allow to cool for one or 

two hours. 

In the Northeast, 

dahlia tubers 

must be dug 

from soil about 

two weeks 

AFTER a hard 

frost. The plants 

will turn dark 

brown or black, 

and tubers should stay in the ground about 

two weeks to allow the tubers to “cure” 

under ground before you dig.  

 
TUBERS DUG BEFORE FROST WILL BE 

“GREEN” AND WILL 

SHRIVEL BADLY OR 

ROT IN WINTER 

STORAGE.  

 

If your area has not had a 

frost by mid-November, it 

will be safe for you to dig 

by then as cool nights  

CUTFLOWERS 

DEADHEADING 

DIGGING TUBERS 

 

 

will slow plant growth and tubers will cure. 

Leaving about 6 inches of stock, cut off the 

rest of the stem and foliage and then   

GENTLY lift the tubers from the soil with a 

spade or pitchfork, being careful not to break 

the necks of the 

plants.  

 

Wash soil from the 

roots with a garden 

hose and allow to 

dry (usually 

overnight) NOT IN 

DIRECT 

SUNLIGHT). 

 

 

 

Pack tubers in crates or cardboard boxes 

which are lined with 9 to10 thicknesses of 

newspaper. Use storage medium of sand, 

peat moss, dry sawdust, vermiculite, etc. to 

help prevent tubers from drying out too much 

and shriveling. 

 

NEVER STORE 

TUBERS IN 

SEALED PLASTIC 

BAGS. THEY WILL 

ROT.  

 

A cool (40 or 45 degrees) dry area is ideal. 

Tubers subjected to 32 degrees or less can 

not survive.  

STORAGE 

DIVIDING DAHLIAS 

ANEMONE BALL 

STRAIGHT  

CACTUS 

COLLARETTE 

FORMAL 

DECORATIVE 

INCURVE CACTUS 

INFORMAL 

DECORATIVE 

LANCINIATED 

MINI BALL 
MIGNON SINGLE NOVELTY OPEN 

NOVELTY  FULL 

DOUBLE 
ORCHID 

FLOWERING 

POMPOM 

PEONY 

FLOWERING 

SINGLE SEMI CACTUS 

WATER LILY 

Information compiled by: 

FLOWER SIZE 

AMERICAN DAHLIA 

SOCIETY 

Dahlia flowers range 

in size from smaller 

than 2” to dinner 

plate size of 10”or 

more. 

 

The peak 

bloom 

season for 

Dahlias is 

August & 

September 

WEED CONTROL 

Old-fashioned hand 

weeding is still the best 

remedy for weed 

control. Do not use 

Resolve or Casoron or 

similar products where 

you will be planting 

dahlias. They have a 

negative effect on dahlias. 

Regular deadheading 

(removal of spent 

blooms) is essential to 

keep the plant strong 

and vigorous late into 

the season, encouraging 

blooming and better 

bloom color throughout 

the season (until frost). 

STORAGE continued 

The single tubers you planted in the spring will 

multiply exponentially, and should be divided 

either in the fall or the spring. If you have not 

divided before, 

spring will be 

best for you 

because it will 

be easier to see 

the eyes when 

the new sprouts 

form. If they are difficult to see, divide the 

clump into halves or quarters. NOT ALL 

TUBERS WILL HAVE AN EYE. Cut surfaces 

of tubers should be allowed to dry thoroughly 

(overnight) before storing (if dividing in the 

fall) and before planting if dividing in the 

spring. TUBER SIZE DOES NOT AFFECT 

PLANT GROWTH, so even the smallest tuber 

will 

produce a 

full-size 

plant if it 

has a live 

eye.    

Mary Ann Gray 

 Master Gardener trainee 2011 


