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Master Gardener Corner: Planting Bare Root Plants 
 
 
Most gardeners are used to buying live plants in containers.  Frequently plants will be in bloom or 
at least growing.  But if you order plants on-line or through catalogs you may receive your plants as 
“bare root.”  You may even find packaged perennials in a local store or nursery.  Plants that are 
bare root are dormant or asleep.  They are not awake yet and have not started growing so they do 
not have leaves or flowers.  Plants that are frequently sold bare root include: fruit trees, 
strawberries, raspberries, asparagus, perennials, roses, plus ornamental trees and shrubs. 
 
One reason to buy bare root plants is that they are normally less expensive than container-grown 
plants.  Since they are not in soil, they weigh less which means it costs less to ship them.  You can 
also inspect the whole plant for damage or disease.  If handled and planted properly, they will grow 
just as well as container grown plants.  However, keep in mind that since the roots are bare, they 
can dry out very quickly.  It is important to get them planted as soon as possible after buying, or 
store them correctly until you can get them planted. 
 
Bare root trees and shrubs are dug from the field (where they were grown) when they are dormant.  
They may be placed in a cooler and refrigerated until it is time for them to be shipped to you.  
Some nurseries wait for orders to come in and ship plants out shortly after digging.  They may even 
dip the roots in a hydrogel solution.  (Hydrogels are polymers that can hold several hundred times 
their weight in water.)  This helps keep roots from drying out. 
 
When you receive your plants immediately check their condition.  Roots should be firm, light 
brown in color and relatively dry.  Healthy roots will be flexible, bending rather than snapping off.  
On trees and shrubs you may see little white filaments which are new feeder roots.  If the stems 
above the plant are shriveled and the roots snap off easily ask for a refund.  Your plant is probably 
not going to make it.  Use your fingernail to make a very light scratch on the bark.  If there is life 
left in the tree, you should see some green under the bark.  When you inspect your plant if the roots 
are soft and mushy you’ve got root rot.  The smell is distinctive - rotting vegetation.  Go ahead and 
prune off any dead or broken branches and roots. 
 
Once a plant is out of refrigerated storage, it will start to wake up.  Bare root plants need to go in 
the ground as soon as possible after you get them, especially if new growth is visible.  That means 
your plant is no longer dormant and it is starting to wake up.  If the weather is not cooperating you 
can store your plants for a short period of time.  They should be stored someplace where the 
temperature remains above freezing but around 38 to 42 degrees F to keep them dormant.  Keep 
them out of the sunlight.  Remove them from the shipping box.  Open the plastic bag and check to 
see if the material around the roots is damp.  You may have to give it a light misting, but avoid 
drenching it.  Plants whose roots dry out just won’t make it and roots that are too wet are likely to 
rot. 
 



You can buy yourself some time by “heeling in” trees if planting is on hold for more than 10 days.  
To do this dig a sloping trench long and wide enough to hold the roots, preferably in the shade.  
Lay the tree in the trench with the roots against the steep side.  Cover the roots with soil and give it 
a good watering.  Keep the roots moist until you can plant the tree in its permanent location.  Don’t 
wait too long – this is a temporary solution. 
 
Perennials can be potted up in a container with potting soil until they can be put in the ground.  Be 
patient.  It may take six to eight weeks before plants begin sprouting and you can see new growth. 
 
If you can plant within a day or two, soak the roots in water just prior to planting.  Several hours 
for woody plants and 10 to 20 minutes for perennials, strawberries, asparagus etc.  This will help 
the plant get off to a good start. 
 
One method of planting bare root plants is to create a mound of soil under the roots.  Dig a hole 
wide and deep enough to put the plant in without bending the roots.  Make a mound of soil in the 
center of the hole.  This gives the plant support and a place to spread out its roots.  Place the plant 
in the hole at the same level it was grown at the nursery.  Look for the crown, where the roots start 
and the top shoots begin.  Carefully backfill the hole and then thoroughly water. 
 
Depending on what you are growing, it may take a few weeks or even a month for new growth to 
emerge from the soil.  How quickly the plant grows depends on a number of factors, including the 
type of plant, degree of dormancy and soil temperature.  If you plant a bare root plant in the spring, 
it should have leaves by the summer.  A plant that sits all season long and does nothing was not 
viable. 
 
Always buy from a reputable source.  Many nurseries will guarantee a replacement or your money 
back if your plant does not arrive in good condition or grow in a reasonable amount of time.  Some 
even have a 1 year replacement policy.  It is best to contact them as soon as you notice a problem.  
Pictures are always helpful to make your case. 
 
Resources for this article include:  Cornell University and Penn State. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


