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MULTIPLYING BY DIVISION
When perennials decline in flower production, and start to show signs of dead centers with active growth on the outer edges only, or just simply lose their vigor, it’s time to divide your plant.  Most perennials need to be rejuvenated by division every three to five years.

A general rule of thumb is to divide spring-blooming plants immediately after they flower, and summer and fall bloomers in early spring when they show new growth for the season.  However, with our hot summers here in the Midwest (and sometimes lack of rain), you may want to wait and divide summer plants in the fall so they can readjust during cool weather.  No matter what season, it is always helpful to dig and divide on a cloudy day.  Wherever you live, time your divisions so the plant’s root system can regrow before stressful weather arrives.  It’s best to divide perennials at least four weeks before hot or freezing temperatures arrive.  You could possibly disrupt the flowering of a plant if you divide too close to its bloom time or during its flowering, so try to either divide very early in the spring or sometime after it is done blooming.  If you have to move or divide a plant during an untimely period (like a hot, summer day) , or you are dividing in the fall, cut the plant’s foliage back at least half or one-third.  This will be less stressful on the plant and will allow more energy for root growth; not to mention it will be easier to see where you need to divide the crown.

Use this occasion to replenish the soil and work in organic matter (mushroom compost for example) before replanting, or add sand, depending on the plant’s soil requirements.  Remember to be aware of the type of soil you transplant your division into; not all plants like rich, fertile soil or sandy, gravel-like soil.  Plant divisions as soon as possible, taking care to protect them from drying air and sun.  If you can’t replant immediately, cover divisions with soil temporarily in a shaded spot or in a pot of soil until you can, and lightly water.  When you are ready to plant, dig a hole twice as wide and deep as the roots.  Hold the plant in the hole, fanning the roots outward and downward according to their growth habit while filling in soil under and around the roots.  It’s important to lightly pack soil around the roots so air pockets will not develop and dry out the roots.  Position the crown at the same depth it was growing previously, usually with the bottom of the crown an inch below the soil surface.  Water newly planted divisions, not only to give it a good drink, but to help settle the soil around the plant’s roots.  Keep a watchful eye on the newly planted division for a few weeks, it may need more water depending on the time of year you replanted.

Techniques vary according to a plant’s growth habit.  Some plants, such as Shasta Daisy, have shallow, fibrous root systems. Once the clump is dug up, you can easily pull it apart into many sections with your hands.  Other plants, such as Astilbe, have tough, woody roots growing in a tangled mass.  Study the top growth to locate individual crowns, then drive the sharp spade between the crowns, dividing the clump into several sections.

Lift the rhizomes of Bearded Iris with a garden fork, and divide rhizomes with a sharp knife.  Choose firm rhizomes with white, fleshy roots.  Cut long roots back to about 3 or 4 inches before replanting.  Large ornamental grasses, such as Miscanthus, have such tough roots that you might have to use an ax or a chainsaw to divide them.  Fortunately, this needs to be done only once every 8-10 years.  The best time for division of grasses is early spring after the first sign of new growth.

Most plants can be cut back anytime after the foliage becomes unattractive, which depends on your personal taste.  Observe your garden in fall and winter to see which plants have attractive foliage or seed heads for ornamental effects in the garden.  Many perennials with their dried seed heads are a wonderful food source for birds. Remove whatever dead foliage remains to prevent the over-wintering of disease or insect organism.  Perennials left for winter interest should be cut back in late March or April.  

Only transplant or divide just before or as the plant breaks dormancy:

Ferns, Grasses, Hibiscus, Lupinus, native forbs and grasses (best never moved because of the deep root system, but if unavoidable, as early in spring as possible), Perovskia, Platycodon, and Rodgersia.

Only transplant or divide from late summer (August) to late fall:

Iris, Lillium, native woodland ephemerals (to locate in fall, mark in spring), Peonies, and Papaver.

Do not divide at all due to low chance of survival:

Aconitum, Alcea, Aquilegia, Armeria, Artemisia ‘Silver Mound’, Baptisia, Buddleia, Campanula, Caryopteris, Clematis, Delphinium, Cerastium, Dianthus, Dicentra x ‘Luxuriant’, Gaillardia, Gypsophila, Iberis, Lavendula, Lychnis, and Malva.

Source Document: Better Homes and Gardens Complete Guide to Flower Gardening.  This book is highly recommended as a resource for the beginner gardener and advanced gardener.  It is an excellent book including over 450 plant descriptions, photographs, planting and propagation requirements.  Susan A. Roth, a writer, photographer, and gardener with a master’s degree in horticulture and botany from Cornell University, and author of several other books, has brought a combination of scientific background and hands-on gardening experience to her writing.  The Complete Guide to Flower Gardening will surely become an important volume in your gardening library.
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