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Planting and Care of Your Perennials

Garden perennials can remain in one place, undisturbed, for several years where they will grow and multiply into spectacular specimens. Initial planning and occasional care following planting are necessary if your perennials are to thrive. Let’s start with how to prepare your plants to be planted outside.

Your plants are well established, vigorous perennials, but they may not be prepared for your particular planting conditions, so it is always a good idea to “harden them off” before planting. For the first two days, place the flat in a sheltered, shady area outdoors. Bring them indoors only if a frost is predicted. Then, with each day, move the plants into progressively more sun until they are accustomed to light, humidity and wind of their final planting conditions. Be sure to water as needed during this process. You need to be prepared to water them more than once each day if they become dry.

The most important step in realizing the total potential of your flowers is the soil preparation before planting. Few flowers do well in heavy, poorly drained and unaerated soils, and it is nearly impossible to improve these conditions once the plants are in the ground. Prior to planting, add generous amounts of compost, aged barnyard manure and sphagnum peat moss to a depth of four inches on top of your soil. It is also a good idea to spread some superphosphate or bone meal according to label directions before everything is thoroughly mixed with the existing soil to a depth of 8-12 inches. Once the soil is prepared, you are ready to plant.

Plastic containers must be removed just before planting. Hold the plant upside down, tap the lip of the container lightly on the edge of a nearby surface, and catch the plant as it falls out. Next, examine the roots and loosen any tightly wound roots to provide better contact with your freshly prepared soil. Plant at the same depth as your plants grew while in containers. Planting too deeply can result in root or crown rot, and planting too shallow can result in excessive dehydration between waterings. The soil should be firm, not packed, around the ball and watered shortly thereafter.

Check your plants regularly for moisture. Frequent, shallow watering will be needed during the first 2-4 weeks until new roots are established. At that point, frequency should be reduced, but start watering more deeply. A mulch of compost, straw or fine bark chips will help keep the soil moist and moderate any fluctuations in soil temperature.

In general, dwarf, intermediate and tall material may be planted 12 inches, 18 inches and 30 inches apart respectively. Try not to create straight rows, but plant in groups of the same variety for the most intense color effect. Other than normal watering, mulching, insect and weed control practices, perennials need little care during the first few years. Fertilize with a well-balanced flower garden fertilizer according to label directions. Tall plants may need staking to keep them from being wind-blown. Spent flowers should be removed to prolong the flowering period.

As your plants grow larger and spread over time, crowding occurs. This can contribute to low quality flowers or none at all. The more aggressive plants will need dividing about every 3-4 years. The less aggressive types may only need dividing after 6 years or more depending on the soil conditions and general health of the plants. When division becomes necessary, lift the plants in early spring, just as the first new leaves appear. Either pull the plant apart at natural divisions or cut them with a sharp knife. Discard anything that looks weak or diseased, and replant only the most vigorous pieces after reconditioning the soil as described above. Keep your divisions in the shade, wrapped in moist paper or burlap until ready to replant them.
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