
Rooting Dormant Cuttings 
 

By Mike Nuckols, Local Foods & Horticulture Program Manager 

One of my favorite winter projects is rooting cuttings from deciduous vines and shrubs. Though the method 
can only be used on certain species, it is an easy and fast way to increase the number of plants in your 
garden. Cuttings are taken from dormant wood and then placed into a damp growing media where they 
remain for the rest of winter and into spring. If conditions are right, the cutting will use stored energy and 
nutrients to grow new roots before breaking dormancy and budding out in the spring. Dormant cuttings 
often root more easily than those taken during the growing season as they will not lose moisture through 
leaves.  

Dormant hardwood cuttings can be used to propagate many types of shrubs. Currants and honeyberry 
(haskaps) are especially easy to root this way. Ornamental plants that can be rooted in this manner include 
forsythia, rose of Sharon, mock orange, viburnum, weigela, red-twig dogwood, and willow. Note that this 
method does not work with all hardwood shrubs. Lilac and other hardwoods must be propagated using 
other methods.  

Grape vines are one of the easiest plants to propagate with this method. Cuttings from a single vine can 
result in dozens of new plants. Be sure to select varieties known to tolerate our cold winters (Zone 4) such as 
Marquette, King of the North, Frontenac, St. Croix, Brianna, LaCrescent, or Valiant. Additional detailed 
information grape propagation and cultivation can be found in the following publication from Cornell 
University: https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.cornell.edu/dist/f/575/files/2015/12/4grapes-
23qh25l.pdf  

Rooting dormant cuttings is straightforward. To begin, sharpen your garden shears and then clean them with 
alcohol to avoid introducing disease. Take 6 to 8-inch cuttings from hardened 1-year-old wood.  Older stems 
are less likely to root and should be avoided. Each cutting must have at least two leaf nodes (buds) on it.  
Select only healthy wood from thick stems that are free of disease. Angle the top cut so that it sheds water, 
reducing rot. The bottom of the cutting should be perpendicular to the stem and be just below a single bud 
or pair of buds, which is where new roots will sprout. As you take cuttings, it is critically important to 
remember which end is up. Cuttings placed into growing media upside down will simply rot.  

Next, dip the bottom of each cutting into rooting hormone powder. This powder contains plant hormones 
that stimulate root growth. Rooting hormone can be purchased at most garden centers or online. Most 
contain fungicides that reduce rot, so be sure to follow the safety precautions listed on the package. A little 
rooting hormone goes a long way. When using a rooting hormone, pour only a few teaspoons into a second 
container to avoid introducing bacteria or pathogens into the original packaging. When you are done, throw 
out what is left rather than placing it back into the original container.  

Thoroughly moisten and then place loose potting media in plastic pots. Four parts well-rotted and screened 
compost to one-part perlite is one option. To keep the rooting media from falling off, first poke holes in the 
potting media with a dibble (e.g. a pencil or dowel). Place one cutting in each hole, leaving one bud or pair of 
buds exposed, and gently press the soil around the cutting. Five to seven cuttings will fill a 1-gallon plastic 
pot. Water the cuttings gently.  

Place the pot in a cold frame or other unheated location where it will receive light, but not direct sunshine. 
Ideally, the soil should remain unfrozen to allow root growth to begin – but should remain cool to prevent 
early bud-break. A location near a window in a cold garage or basement is one option. Outdoors locations 
should be sheltered from wind to prevent the cuttings from drying out. Some growers frame small raised 
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beds outdoors strictly for rooting hardwood cuttings, which they cover with a floating row cover to prevent 
drying. Snow cover should be left in place as it will help to maintain soil moisture and warmth. 

As the cuttings root, keep the soil damp but never wet. Too much moisture will invite rot; it is better to err on 
the dry side. As the temperatures warm in spring, increase the frequency of watering to prevent the cuttings 
from drying out and to nurture the young roots as they form. Once buds have broken in the spring and the 
leaves hardened in summer, the plants can be gently transplanted into individual pots where they can 
continue growing. Alternatively, rooted cuttings can be left through the summer for transplanting once they 
have gone dormant. Either way, it is important to consistently water these young plants throughout the 
season. Fertilize them lightly only after buds have broken and leaves have fully formed. 

Note that propagation of patented plant varieties may be illegal. That said, some patent holders will allow 
you to propagate patented varieties yourself for a nominal fee. For example, the University of Minnesota 
controls licensing of many cold-hardy grapes developed by Elmer Swensen. Information on their licensing 
process can be found on their website (https://mnhardy.umn.edu/commercial-growers/license/license-
grapes).  
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