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Guide to Growing 
Dahlias 

 
With their dazzling variety of size, form and 
color, dahlias add special beauty to any garden 
and reward the grower with beautiful cut   
flowers from July until frost.  
 
Planting Location:  In Kittitas County with 
our scorching summer heat, the ideal location 
for dahlias is one that provides only 6-8 hours 
of sun daily, preferably morning sun.  Avoid 
planting close to shrubs and trees yet in a place 
protected from wind.   
 
Soil Preparation:  Dahlias thrive in rich soil 
with good drainage.  Sandy or clay soils should 
be amended with plenty of compost, steer    
manure or moist peat moss which is thoroughly 
mixed-in to a depth of 8-10 inches.  About two 
weeks before planting, spread granular 5-10-10 
or 10-20-20 fertilizer and work in.  
 
Planting:  Plant one week before the last frost.  
In Kittitas County that is May 15 to June 1.  
Plant larger blooming varieties at least 2 feet 
from other plants and the smaller varieties 1 to 
2 feet apart.  Varieties that are 4-7 feet tall 
need support.  Staking works best, but some 
gardeners have found that large tomato cages 
are a good substitute.   Remove 4-5 inches of 
soil and if staking, drive in the stake.  Place the 
tuber in the hole horizontally with the growing 
shoot pointing up and about 2 inches from the 
stake.    Sprinkle a tablespoon of slow release        
fertilizer beads (Osmocote) in the last 2 inches 
of soil as you refill the hole.  Water  in and 
keep soil moist.   
 
Watering:  Dahlias need one inch of water  
per week once they emerge and two inches   
per week when they start blooming.  Deep  

soakings promote healthier roots more frequent, 
short watering.  On sunny days that reach 95+ 
degrees Fahrenheit, a fine spray on the leaves 
will revive the plant.  Do this before 4:00 - 5:00 
p.m. so the leaves will dry completely before 
sunset. 
 
Tying:  To prevent the plants from falling over 
in heavy wind, tie them in multiple spots to the 
stakes.  The bigger and heavier the bloom, the 
more tying is necessary.  
 
Fertilizing:  When the plants start budding,    
apply liquid fertilizer high in phosphate every 
two weeks (Peters’ Root and Bloom 5-50-17, 
Shultz Instant Bloom Plus, 10-60-10.   Phosphate 
(the second number) encourages tuber growth 
and will enable maximum bloom display.   
 
Pinching:  To have a compact, bushy plant with 
more flowers, pinch out the center growing tip 
when the plant develops three of four sets of 
leaves (see FIGURE 1). 
 
Disbudding:  For bigger blooms and better stem 
quality, pinch off the side buds at the end of each 
growing branch (see FIGURE 2).   
 

Digging, Dividing 
and Storing 
Because of the severity of the winters in          
Kittitas County it is necessary to dig up dahlias 
to preserve them from one season to the next.   
 
Digging:  After the first hard freeze, cut off the 
dahlia stalks about 4 inches above the soil level.  
If you cut a few days before digging, the tuber 
eyes tend to come out making the clumps easier 
to divide accurately.  To remove the clumps, dig 
on all four sides of the plant, about a food away 
from the main stalk to sever the longer feeder 
roots.  Push the shovel under the clump and lift it  

out.  Be careful not to break the necks of the      
tubers.  Remove large clumps of dirt and turn 
the tuber clump upside down to drain out any 
water in the stalk.  Let sit for 2 hours to 
toughen up, then hose off as mush soil as    
possible.  
 
Dividing:  Tri off the remaining stalk and any 
feeder roots.  Each division must have a piece 
of the crown with an eye to produce a new 
plant next season.  Eyes are found where the 
tuberous root and the stalk join.  See FIGURE 
3 to see where to cut.  Use a sturdy, sharp 
knife, or slim by-pass pruners to make the cuts.  
After cutting, soak the divisions in a solution 
of 1/2 cup of household bleach and 1 gallon of 
water for 15 minutes.  Let tubers start to dry on 
layers of newspaper.  Label the tubers with the 
indelible pencil “Bottle of Ink in a Pencil”.  
Continue drying for 24 hours.  
 
Storing:  Various methods work well as   long 
as the tubers are kept at 40-45 degrees Fahren-
heit perhaps in an insulated garage with a space 
heater.  In our dry climate the main concern is 
retaining good moisture in the tubers through 
the winter.  This is best achieved by lining a 
cardboard box with a plastic bag then layering 
the tubers with equal amounts of coarse ver-
miculite and closing the bag tightly.  Check the 
tubers once a month.  If they show signs of       
shriveling, spray in some water.  If you see any 
rotten ones, remove them.  Expect to lose some 
through the winter.  A success rate of 90-95% 
is normal.   
 
For More Information:  visit the American 
Dahlia Society at:  http://www.dahlia.com 
 
 


