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Last fall I gave you a brief history on Dahlias and an overview 
on the many different types that are available.  I trust that 
many of you obtained a few tubers over the winter or 
perhaps this spring, mine arrived in the mail last week.  So 
when can you plant the tubers?  Remember, dahlias are 
native to Mexico and prefer to be planted when the soil 
temperature is approximately 60 degrees F, and there is little 
chance of frost.  It looks like it may be a while longer before 
we have warm soil, but don’t worry, you have some options 
for your tubers.   
 
First, you can leave them in the bag they came in.  Be sure to open the bag if it doesn’t have any holes in it 
already.  This lets the tubers “breath” a bit and helps regulate the humidity within the bag.  Store the bag 
in a cool, dark, dry location, such as a basement or pantry cabinet.  Do Not store it in a place that has the 
potential of dropping below freezing. 
 
The second option is to pot the tubers up.  This will also allow you to have blooms as soon as possible.  Fill 
a small pot with potting soil and place the tuber in the pot.  Be sure to plant the tuber tail down, and leave 
the crown sticking up above the soil (look for the “eye” or sprout on the crown of the tuber).  Water the 
pot sparingly, keeping the soil slightly damp and allowing it to dry out between waterings.  Do Not over-
water, as tubers are prone to rotting in wet conditions.  Place the pot in a warm sunny location or under a 
grow light.  In a few weeks you will see the eye begin to sprout and roots poking out from the bottom of 
the pot. 
 
When the conditions are finally right for planting, remember location is the key to success.  Dahlias grow 
best in well-drained soil in full sun (8 hours of direct sunlight).  If you are planting tubers that you saved in 
the bag, dig a hole 4 to 6 inches deep.  Lay the tuber horizontally with the eye facing upward.  Before you 
cover the tuber up with soil, now is a good time to place a stake in for support, without the risk of 
damaging the tuber.  Any dahlia that grows taller than 3 feet will require some sort of staking to prevent it 
from toppling over later in the season.  Cover the tuber with soil.  If your garden soil has good moisture, 
there is no need to water until the tuber sprouts.  Yes, you read that correctly.  Do Not water the tubers 
until they have sprouted, unless your soil is extremely dry.  Remember, too much water can cause the 
tuber to rot before it has time to sprout.  Some of your tubers may have already started to sprout in the 
bag, while you were waiting to plant.  If the sprout gets broken off when planting, don’t worry, the tuber 
will send up a new one. 
 
If you are planting tubers that you have pre-sprouted in pots, dig a hole slightly larger than the pot.  Now is 
a good time to insert a stake for support.  Simply remove the entire contents of the pot (tuber with the 
potting soil), and place it in the ground.  Be sure to bury the crown of the tuber, or where the shoot/leaves 
are coming out of the tuber.  Water pre-sprouted tubers slightly to help them get established, but don’t 
soak them.  Space your dahlias 18 to 24 inches apart. 
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Once your dahlias are up and growing, you will want to water them on a regular basis.  They prefer a deep 
watering (30 minutes) 2 to 3 times a week, especially once they have set buds.  Dahlias require a low 
nitrogen fertilizer.  Too much nitrogen will cause weak plants and stems, small blooms or no blooms.  Look 
for a high percentage potassium and phosphorus fertilizer such as 5-10-10 or 10-20-20 balanced fertilizer.  
You are looking for a fertilizer where the first component number (nitrogen) is half of the other two.  
 Often low nitrogen fertilizers are labeled as “bloom food.”  A fertilizer with zero nitrogen (0-10-10) should 
only be used late in the blooming season to increase flowering.  First applications should be within 30 days 
of sprouting and repeated again in 3 to 4 weeks. 
 
When your plants are 12 to 18 inches tall, pinch out the center.  I know this sounds counterintuitive, but 
trust me!  Pinching or topping your dahlias will create a bushier plant with better stems for cutting.  When 
the plant has 3 sets of leaves, simply cut out the center shoot just above the top set of leaves.  Slugs, 
spider mites, earwigs and thrips are all attracted to dahlias, so be on the lookout and manage accordingly.  
Slugs and snails especially love new sprouts and sometimes will eat them before they even show through 
the ground! 
 
You can grow dahlias in containers, the smaller varieties work best.  If you want to try growing larger 
dahlias in containers the container should be 12 x 12 inches per tuber.  Use 2 parts garden soil and 1 part 
plain potting mix (no added fertilizers).  Plant the same as you would in the ground, but make sure to keep 
the soil slightly damp, not soaking wet.  After the plants are 12 inches high, container dahlias require extra 
watering and fertilizer.  It is recommended that you fertilize potted dahlias with a low nitrogen fertilizer, at 
least 2 times a month.  Watering dahlias in containers should be done often, you do not want them to 
completely dry out.  Pinching is essential for container dahlias as it will produce a bushier, sturdier plant.  
Staking is still recommended for dahlias grown in containers, especially plants that will grow 3 feet or 
more. 
 
Once your plants begin to bloom, you will enjoy continuous flowers until frost.  Remember to remove old 
blooms from your plants (deadheading) to keep them flowering.  The best time to harvest dahlia blooms 
for bouquets, is in the cool of the morning or early evening.  Dahlias need to be cut when the bloom is 
about half to three quarters open.  Flowers harvested too soon (tight bud stage) will not continue to open 
while in the vase, like some other types of flowers.  It’s okay to make deep or long cuts when harvesting 
your dahlia stems.  You may feel like you are taking too much of the plant off, but on most dahlia varieties 
you can harvest very long stem lengths.  From the flower you are harvesting, make the cut down the stem, 
just above the next set of branching side stems.  Cut stems should immediately be placed in fresh water, 
removing any foliage below the water line.  Display flowers in a cool part of your house, change the water 
daily, recut the stems if needed, and your blooms will last for 4 to 6 days. 
 
I hope you decide to give dahlias a try this season, you will be rewarded with beautiful flowers all summer 
long!  Remember if you have any dahlia questions, you can contact the Genesee County Master Gardener 
Helpline at geneseemg@hotmail.com. 
 
Resources for this article include: Encyclopedia of Dahlias by Bill McClaren, the American Dahlia Society, 
https://www.dahlia.org/ and Swan Island Dahlias, How to Grow Dahlias 
https://www.dahlias.com/howtogrowdahlias.aspx 
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