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Success with Peonies
by Jeanne Rose, UC Master Gardener
When people learn that I have 20 year old peonies in my yard, their typical response is, “But I thought
that peonies wouldn’t grow here!” Well they do and quite successfully too. These shrubs can be very
long lived; in other parts of the country some have been recorded as living well over 100 years.
Peonies begin growth early in the spring; flower in mid- to late spring, and form a rounded three-foot
shrub covered with glossy leaves that provide striking texture until fall. Gorgeous blooms are classified
as single, Japanese, anemone, semi-double, crown, bomb, semi-rose and rose. They make excellent cut
flowers and wonderful material for potpourri. Colors range from pure white to cream and pink to red.
Some of the newest cultivars include deeper reds, chocolate tones, and even pure yellow.
Individual flowers range from 5-12 inches in size and because they are heavy they require some means
of support. I simply cut the lower rings off tall tomato cages, leaving the top three rings with legs.
Place the support over the peonies early in the growing season and soon the foliage will hide most of it.
It’s too difficult to add it later anyway.
Peonies should be planted from fleshy roots in mid-October to mid-November in a sunny location with
good drainage and reasonably good soil. The source of most of my peonies is from a large grower (60
acres) in the Midwest. At first I surveyed several catalogs, but settled on him because he had the
lowest prices and the best selection. I have made several purchases over the years and have always
been extremely pleased. Now I order from his website.
Ideally the ground should be deeply dug or tilled and a 2- to 4-inch layer of organic matter
incorporated, but my peonies were planted with no special soil preparation and they are thriving.
Planting holes should be twice as wide as the root system and 3 - 4 feet apart. My grower source ships
roots with 3-5 eyes (pink growth buds); they are more vigorous and become established and bloom
sooner than those with fewer eyes. The general instructions which accompanied my orders specified to
plant the roots with the eyes no more than two inches below the surface of the soil, but I learned that
for our particular area, they should be planted no more than one-half inch below the surface or barely
covered.
Although some people use a balanced fertilizer on their peonies, I haven’t fertilized mine and they seem
to do fine. If using manure, make sure to use only well-rotted manure worked shallowly into the soil.
Once-per-week irrigation is usually adequate; be careful not to over-water. Peonies need the same
chilling requirements as deciduous fruit trees. Chilling hours affect number of blooms.

Peonies are relatively free of pests. Snails like to hide in the centers of the clumps, but I have never
witnessed any damage they have caused. Some gardeners spread oyster shells around their plants; the
gastropods are cut as they crawl on them, causing them to dry out. There are a couple of fungal
problems which affect peonies. Botrytis causes the foliage and flower buds to blacken. The blackened
plant material should be removed and destroyed (not composted) as soon as discovered. Another fungal
problem may cause rotten stems, withered buds, gray mold near the base of the plant. Thin out some of
the canes to allow air and light into the center of the clump. Spray with a 50-percent copper fungicide
as needed. You will notice ants crawling on your peonies. They will not cause any damage; they are
attracted to the nectar exuded on the outsides of the flower buds.
Once established, which may take up to three years after planting, peonies will grow in the same spot
for many years. The clumps can be divided but may require a couple of years to re-establish. If
dividing, use a clean, sharp knife, leaving at least three eyes to each section. Dip the cut sections in a
10-percent bleach solution (9 parts water to 1 part household bleach). These sections should be planted
immediately. A couple of years ago, I moved several of my peonies and did not dip them and those
portions with cut sections died. This past fall, I dug more of the peonies because they had been
invaded by bermudagrass. After the clumps were cut apart and the grass roots removed, I dipped all
the sections; none died and all are growing well.
Peonies make excellent cut flowers. If cut when the first petals are beginning to unfold, and if given
the normal care of cut flowers, peony blooms can last to a week or longer in the vase. I hope you enjoy
growing these magnificent flowers as much as I do.
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