
GROW YOUR OWN CUT FLOWERS 
Instructor Notes 

 
Topic Time 
In the Classroom 
Introductions 

I. How Are Cut Flowers Different? 
II. Types of Cutting Garden Plants 
III. Easy Varieties for Beginners 

9:00am – 10:00am 

Outdoors 
IV. Soil & Fertilizer 
V. Seeding & Germination 

10:00am – 11:30 am 

VI. Vegetative Propagation (Cuttings) 11:30am – 12:00pm 
LUNCH 12:00pm – 12:45pm 
Outdoors 

VII. Transplanting & Direct Seeding 
12:45pm – 2:00pm 

VIII. Support Systems 
IX. Watering 
X. Weeding 
XI. Pinching 

2:00pm – 2:30pm 

XII. Harvesting 
XIII. Post-Harvest Processing & Care 

2:30pm – 3:00 pm 

In the Classroom 
XIV. What to Plant When 
XV. Succession Planting 
XVI. Resources & Sources 

3:00pm – 4:00pm 

Final Q&A 4:00pm – 5:00pm 
 
  



Introductions: Who am I? Who are you, where from, favorite flower memory 
 
Review Online Resources 
 
I. How does flower gardening differ from vegetable gardening? 
ACTIVITY: Q&A with students - what do they think? Write list, explain. 
 

1. Steep learning curve! Just knowing the names of flowers requires some 
time, study, and dedication. 

2. Seed starting - many flower seeds are tiny, or require light to germinate, 
or freezing temps, or are otherwise finicky. Attention to detail is your 
friend.  

3. Height: varieties bred for cut flowers should be at least 18” tall, and often 
reach over 4 feet. This can present challenges in the garden for overhead 
watering.  

4. Days to maturity: many flower varieties take a long time to grow, much 
longer than simple vegetable crops like greens and root vegetables.  It’s 
essential to be able to start seeds indoors to give yourself a head start, 
especially in our short growing season. 

5. Support: Because of their height, many flowers need extra support to 
stand up to rain and wind. We can provide this with stakes, corrals, and 
horticultural netting. Many vines make excellent cut flowers, and they 
need tall trellises to climb, along with extra support from twine or tape. 

6. Harvest window: while many vegetables are harvested just once, most cut 
flower varieties keep blooming through a long period, and send up more 
buds the more you cut them.  

7. Planting density: in Colorado, we can plant flowers very close together, 
because our climate is so dry that we don’t have much pressure from 
fungal diseases. Tight spacing helps flowers support each other and grow 
longer stems as they reach up to compete for light. It also shades out 
weeds beneath the plants. 

8. Pinching: Some flowers require pinching, or topping, to grow the most & 
longest stems.  

9. Nutrition: Flowers require slightly different fertilizers than vegetables - in 
the main, more phosphorus and potassium during blooming, rather than 
nitrogen.  

10. Perennials: unlike most vegetables, which are grown in one season, many 
of the best flower varieties are perennials - think of roses, peonies, 
delphiniums, black-eyed susans, and others. This means good planning 



and patience is a must. However, you can still have an excellent cutting 
garden with no perennials at all. 

11. Stage of harvest and post-harvest care: Most cut flowers need some kind 
of post-harvest treatment, like a flower food, or some need their stems to 
be seared in boiling water, or split down the middle. Also, for longest 
vase life, most flowers should be harvested before they are fully open, 
and before they have been pollinated. 

 
II. Flower Categories 
ACTIVITY: Q&A What have you grown before? How did you grow it? 
 
By growing method: 
From seed 

- most annuals 
- some perennials 
- transplanted or direct-seeded 

from bulb or corm 
- anemones, ranunculus 
- tulips, daffodils, other spring-flowering bulbs 
- dahlias 

from rooted cutting or plugs 
- heirloom mums 
- dahlias 
- specialty crops that are difficult to start from seed (lisianthus) 

from bare-root plant or container plant 
- roses 
- peonies 
- other perennials 

 
By design use: 

1. Focal flowers 
a. peonies, roses, dahlias, zinnias 

2. Filler  
a. feverfew, statice, ageratum, dianthus, grasses, dill, ammi, cress 

3. Supporting flowers 
a. Small flowers & spikes - small zinnias, larkspur, snapdragons, 

cosmos, godetia, scabiosa, strawflower, poppies, marigold, daisies, 
foxglove, Canterbury bells 

4. Accents 



a. Interesting shapes or textures: nigella, nigella pods, grasses, 
poppy pods, gomphrena, craspedia, cynoglossum, herbs & 
vegetables 

5. Vines 
a. Sweet pea, hyacinth bean, runner bean, love in a puff, cup & 

saucer 
6. Foliage 

a. cerinthe, bells of Ireland, basil, euphorbia, bupleurum, herbs like 
mint, oregano, marjoram, and lemon balm, perennial shrubs like 
ninebark, viburnum, dogwood, boxwood.  

 
By production level: 
 

1. One & done: peonies, stock, single-stem sunflowers, bupleurum, some 
celosias. Need to be planted often to keep the blooms consistent. 

2. Medium producers: Amaranth, sunflowers, snapdragons, agrostemma, 
cerinthe, lisianthus, roses, bells of Ireland, ammi, daucus, godetia, 
larkspur. Plant more than once, but not too much. 

3. Cut & come again: Zinnias, dahlias, cosmos, sweet peas, gomphrena, 
statice, basil - plant only once or twice per season. 

 
By hardiness/planting time 
 

1. Perennials - return year after year. Look for plants adapted to your 
hardiness zone (we are in zone 5b). 

2. Hardy annuals - Annuals that can tolerate and even need cold 
temperatures. Some can be planted in the fall to overwinter, while others 
can be started very early in the spring. This all depends on your last frost 
date and first frost date. At the Farmette, our last frost is around May 15, 
and our first frost is about October 7-8. This gives up a frost-free season 
of just 145 days.  If we planted some flowers only after last frost, we’d 
barely get blooms before the first frost, and they may not do very well 
because they are struggling through the heat of the summer. Our spring, 
as you know, is SHORT! 

3. Tender annuals: Annuals that cannot tolerate temperatures below 32 
degrees F. These must be set out into the field only after the last frost - 
however, we can still start them early indoors to get a jump on the 
season.  

 



III. Easy Varieties for Beginners 
 
On your “What to Grow” spreadsheet, I’ve marked some varieties as “Easy”.  
Many of these flowers you can direct-sow into the ground, or they are really easy 
to start in trays – no special light requirements, and they don’t take forever to 
germinate. Toss some seeds in the ground and give it a try! 
 
IV. Soil & Fertilizer 
DEMO: Show fertilizers, both granular & liquid. Head to garden to look at 
Farmette’s soil. 
As with any garden, your flower garden’s soil should be rich, light, fluffy, black, 
beautiful, with all the nutrients your plant could ever need, readily available.  Of 
course, that ideal soil can be hard to achieve – but knowing where we want our 
soil to be, we can plan to make it better over time. 
 
We want a soil that: 
 
What Why How 
Holds water, but also 
drains 

Roots get enough water 
but are never 
waterlogged 

Organic matter 

Has a loose texture Ease of planting and so 
roots can penetrate 
deeply 

Organic matter 

Holds nutrients So the plant can take 
them up before they are 
“washed” out into the 
groundwater 

Organic matter 

Has lots of good 
microorganisms 

To release insoluble 
fertilizers and nutrients to 
the soil water 

Organic matter/compost 
tea 

Has the right mix of 
nutrients for our plant 

So the plant has what it 
needs to grow & bloom 

Organic fertilizers 

 
Flowers need more phosphorus and potassium than non-fruiting or non-
flowering vegetables. We should look for a fertilizer that has a bit of a bump in 
phosphorus – the middle number on the analysis – so that our plant can set 
buds and flowers more easily.  
 



Organic fertilizer should be mixed into the soil in spring, ideally 2-3 weeks 
before you plan to plant into it, or you can fertilize in the fall. Since organic 
fertilizers are not usually water soluble, it takes the activity of microoganisms in 
the soil to release the nutrients into a water-soluble form for the plants to take 
up.  
 
Always choose adding compost to your garden over anything else to improve 
your soil. Get a great source of compost with a good analysis – you can ask for it 
– nearby sources include Soil Rejuvenation and Hazel Dell mushroom farm.  
 
Fertilizer 
 
NPK 
Soil test 
Granular fertilizer 
Liquid fertilizer 
Compost tea 
 
Seeds & Germination 
 
Seeds for sowing, First class:  
Agrostemma – DS 
Zinnia – trays 
 
Second – Agrostemma – DS 
Rudbeckia - trays 
 
 
DEMO: Show different seeder types, seed set up with heat mat, tray, dome, & 
light. Fogg-it nozzle, hand-mister, bottom-watering tray. 
PARTICIPATION: Sow seeds in trays. 
 
Flower seeds can be incredibly small and incredibly finicky to start, but I’ll show 
you a basic seeding set up and give you some tips on getting your seeds to 
germinate. I’ve also included a column in your spreadsheet that has exact 
requirements for each seed type. Many people have success with different 
methods than the ones listed, but these instructions are what have worked best 
for me. 
 



Germination Indoors 
 
HEAT 
Many seeds like a bit of heat to germinate, and all of them like to be moist. So 
the most important thing for germination is keeping them moist (not wet!) 
especially here in Colorado where things can dry out in a flash. Humidity domes 
are a great way to keep the moisture in. It’s also important to keep them pretty 
warm – when soil temperatures dip, they can begin to grow fungus and mold 
that will harm seeds and seedlings, either preventing them from germinating or 
killing them after they’ve rooted. A heat mat is a cheap, easy investment to 
make for starting seeds indoors. 
 
LIGHT 
A lot of flower seeds also need light to germinate – so you don’t cover them, 
but let them sit on the surface of the soil. This makes them a bit harder to keep 
moist, since soil isn’t covering them and holding in that water. For seeds like 
this, you can usually barely cover them with a dusting of very fine soil, or you can 
use a thin layer of vermiculite to help keep them moist.  
For light, you’ll need strong, bright light – a kitchen window is just not enough. 
You’ll want to invest in a couple of fluorescent fixtures from the hardware store, 
along with a wire shelving rack. When you buy bulbs for your fixtures, just make 
sure you get a full spectrum bulb, or choose one cool and one warm bulb. 
 
WATER 
Then, you want to just mist them with a spray bottle or little pump sprayer every 
12 hours. The spray should be a VERY fine mist to keep soil from covering the 
seeds. Once you see germination, you need to remove the trays from the heat 
mats and remove the humidity domes, because you don’t want to scorch or 
drown your new seedlings. After this, you can begin to bottom-water you seed 
trays. This just means setting the tray into a shallow vessel full of water until you 
see the surface get moist and the tray feels heavy. This treatment will encourage 
your seedlings to reach their roots down into the soil to gather water. 
 
I highly recommend using seed trays, or plug trays for raising your transplants. 
You get a lot of plants in a small amount of space, you save soil, it’s easy to work 
with small seeds, and you get a transplant that has rooted through its soil by the 
time it’s ready to go outside. If you plant into bigger containers, that’s fine, but 
you may have trouble telling if a plant is ready, you have to dig a bigger hole, 
and you may wait a LONG time until your plant reaches transplant size. Really, 



we want to raise plants that are strong, and get them outside into their real life 
as soon as possible. 
 
When your seedlings have 3-4 pairs of true leaves (that is, leaves that are NOT 
cotyledons, the first leaves to emerge from the seedcoat), they are usually ready 
to transplant. Another way to see if your seedlings are ready is to look at the 
bottom of your trays – are there white roots sticking out? If so, it’s time to start 
getting them ready to go outdoors. You can also pop a plant out and check for 
root development. 
 
Hardening Off 
 
This is a really important step in raising transplants. Since they've been indoors 
their whole lives, they’re still pretty tender and not quite ready for wind, rain, 
bright sun, hot or cold temps. So we want to get them ready for that. Hardening 
off is just gradually bringing seedlings outdoors, just for a few hours at first, then 
a whole day, then a day and a night with frost cloth over them and finally a 
whole day out without protection. This will minimize transplant shock and make 
sure your babies don’t die on you their first day out in the world. 
 
Transplanting  & Spacing - see what we have ready for each class. 
DEMO: Transplant available plants using proper spacing technique, or into 
landscaping fabric. 
 
Spacing for cut flowers is much tighter than you would think. By spacing our 
plants closely, we encourage them to reach upwards for the light, creating long 
stems. Close spacing allows us to maximize bed space on our farm and also 
helps keep weeds down, as the plants shade out weeds below them. The only 
reason to plant less densely is to make sure the plants have plenty of room to 
grow and to maintain enough airflow that fungal diseases are not a concern. In 
Colorado, we can plant even MORE closely than in other climates since we’re so 
dry that we are untroubled by most fungal pathogens, and that’s great because 
the extra stem length helps make up for our shortie plants – our sunny state 
means they tend to stay closer to the ground. 
 
We plant on a triangular pattern, which allows us to fit even more plants into our 
small space than would square planting. On this farm, we use 5 different spacing 
regimes –  6x6, 9x9, 12x12, 12x18, and vine spacing.  Spacing for different 



plants is included in your spreadsheet. 
 

Spacing Why Who 

6x6 
Plants that have a single 
stem can be planted very 

tightly together 

Stock, single-stemmed 
sunflowers, larkspur, 

nigella 

9x9 
All-purpose spacing, 

good for most 
Snapdragons, zinnias, 

cosmos 

12x12 

Big branching plants 
need a bit more room to 

grow to get the most 
blooms 

Rudbeckia, godetia, 
statice 

12x18 
Very large plants that we 

still want a lot of 
Dahlias 

2 rows on a trellis, plants 
8” apart 

Plants that to be near the 
trellis but not too close in 

the row 

Most vines – sweet peas, 
love in a puff, Scarlet 
Runner, Cup & Saucer 

 
6x6 spacing is used for plants that have a single stem, like stock and non-
branching sunflowers, or for direct-seeded crops that can be planted densely. 
9x9 is the most common spacing, and would be fine for almost any flower you 
choose to grow. 
12x12 is for larger, branching plants like rudbeckia, godetia, statice, amaranth, 
and a few others. 
12x18 is used almost exclusively for dahlias on our farm – two rows of plants 18” 
apart, and each plant is 12” apart down the row. 
Vine spacing is two rows along the outside of a trellis, and each plant is place 8” 
apart. 
 
Transplanting Tips 
 
Transplant annual and perennial flowers just as you would any other plant – 
prepare your beds, water the soil ahead of time, and decide your spacing. Then, 
using a soil knife, a butter knife, or whatever implement works well for you, make 
a hole and stick your seedling into it up to the soil line of its root ball. If your 
seedling is “leggy” or long and spindly, you may want to bury it a bit deeper for 
support. Press the soil in around the seedling to snug it in. Finally, water your 
seedlings into the ground. 
 



The best time to transplant is in the evening, after the heat of the day. This gives 
your plants a chance to get through the night and send out feeder roots, to get 
ready for the coming day. They’ll be much better off planted at night than in the 
morning, though if that's the time you have, better transplant than not! 
 
If you have row cover, you may want to use it to give your transplants a bit of 
help their first night out, or to give them a bit of shade if you are transplanting in 
the summer or if you’ve transplanted in the morning. 
 
Direct Seeding 
 
Question: Which of the seeds we have should we direct sow? 
Exploration: Fast-growing crops and ones that dislike root disturbance are the 
ones we want to direct-seed. Examples include sunflowers, euphorbia, 
bupleurum, agrostemma, nasturtium, poppies, and some grasses. 
 
DEMO 
Prep the soil:  Depending on what we’re growing, we can prep our soil in 
different ways.  If it’s a big-seeded crop like broom corn, I won’t be too worried 
about the soil texture. If the seed is smaller, like agrostemma or larkspur, I want 
my soil to be broken up and to have nice tilth, or to be fine-textured. Usually, I 
do this by hoeing with a variety of tools, and then raking the surface smooth.  
Mark your rows:  There are many ways to do this, too. In a small garden, you can 
probably just eyeball it. Here on the farm, we use either strings set in stakes, or 
my new favorite invention, plastic caps on my landscaping rake. Again, I look at 
my seed packet or spreadsheet and see that it says my agrostemma should be 
6” apart. I drag my row marker through the bed. You can do this with a hoe, a 
winged weeder, or just the end of a tool.  If they are small seeds, make a shallow 
furrow, or a deep one for larger seeds. Agrostemma are small, so I’ll make a 
shallow furrow.  
Spacing: For agrostemma, it says I need one plant every 6 inches, so I’ll scatter 
seed in about every 6 inches. Again, you can just eyeball it, but if you want to be 
more precise, you can make yourself a little planting yardstick for common seed 
spacings, and set your seeds at the right spacing.  
Cover & firm:  Cover your seed and firm it into the soil. We usually just do this 
with our winged weeder, or with our hands.  
Water it in: Keep your seeds moist until they germinate. This probably means 
watering at least once a day. You can also cover your direct-sown seeds with 
row cover to keep them moist.  



 
Vegetative Propagation (Taking Cuttings) 
DEMO: Take cuttings of dahlia tubers, mums, or geraniums. Rooting hormone, 
root-cubes, plant material, exacto knife, plant labels. 
 
Taking cuttings is a really easy way to propagate your stock of expensive or 
hard-to grow plants, whether dahlias, mums, geraniums, or perennial herbs. Plus 
it’s a super-fun process. 
 
I’m going to show you what we do with dahlias, but the process is really the 
same for any of the other species I mentioned.  
 
Supplies: 
 
Exacto knife or other very sharp blade 
Root cubes, Oasis cubes, soaked in water (optional) 
Humidity dome 
Pencil & plant labels 
Rooting hormone (optional) 
 
Process: 
 
First, you need to sprout your dahlia tubers, mums, or geraniums. You can start 
this in March or April – just pot them into soil and keep them moist for 10-14 
days. Leave the neck of the tuber sticking out of the soil, so you can better 
access the sprouts that appear. You can pot them individually or use bulb crates 
– though in crates, they will grow their roots together and won’t like being 
transplanted, so if you want to plant the mother tubers, definitely pot them 
individually.  
 
When the sprouts coming off the mother plant have 3-4 pairs of leaves, it’s time 
to take your cutting. First, make a label with the name of the variety you are 
cutting (you’ll forget if you don’t!) Place the Exacto knife right at the joint 
between the sprout and the tuber, where the sprout has a bit of dark coloring. 
Make a clean slice and lay the cutting down. Continue taking any more cuttings 
of the same variety. Pinch off any leaves that will be under the soil line and cut 
any very large leaves in half. 
 



When you’re ready, put your label into the cell where you’ll plant the cutting. 
Make a hole in the cell with your pencil, whether you’re using soil or a root-cube 
thing. Dip the cutting into whatever hormone you’ve decided on – I like the gel 
kind because you don’t have to mix it and it seems to stick better. Then, being 
careful to not wipe the hormone off on the medium, settle the cutting down into 
the hole, as far down as possible. Snug the medium around it. 
 
Once you’ve got all your cuttings settled in, make sure the medium is very 
moist, and put a tall humidity dome over the top. It will take 10 -14 days for the 
cuttings to root, and you just need to have faith and keep them moist during 
that time. As soon as you think you’ve killed them, they’ll suddenly perk back up 
and you’ll look at the bottom of the tray & see that they’ve rooted. Magic!! 
 
Plant cuttings like you would any other transplant.  
 
Flower Support 
DEMO: Have each kind of flower support set up for participants to see. 
 
Does anyone have any idea what kind of supports we might need to give our 
flowers? 
 
All support structures must be built before the plants grow through them – this 
means early! If you want to net your stock seedlings, you might as well do it as 
soon as you put them in the ground. If you wait, you’ll struggle to not break the 
stems as you lay the netting over the top, or your vines will lay on the ground 
getting disease instead of climbing their trellis. 
 

1. Netting 
a. This stuff is great for flowers that like to fall over, whether they are 

very tall or they just get beaten up by wind and rain. It can also 
help flowers get longer stems, since they have the support of the 
netting and don’t have to do it all themselves. 

b. To set netting, make straight string lines along the edge of your 
bed.  Along the string line, set stakes every 8 feet on both sides. 
Lay the netting over the top of the plants. Starting at one end, slip 
the netting over the top of the stakes, and working with a partner, 
stretch the netting super taut down to the next set of stakes. 
Continue down the bed until all the netting is taut. Roll up any 
excess netting and tie it to the last stakes.  



2. Corralling 
a. This method is a bit less resource and energy intensive than using 

netting, but it will still help you get better stems and give your 
plants some support. We sometimes use it just to keep the plants 
out of the walkways. We tend to use it for big bushy things like 
statice, feverfew, bachelor’s buttons, and perennial baby’s breath, 
and we also use it for dahlias. 

b. To corral, set stakes the same way you did for netting. Then grab a 
big roll of baling twine and tie one end to one of the stakes, using 
a slip knot – you’ll thank me for that tip at the end of the season! 
Move down the row, wrapping the twine tightly around each stake 
and maintaining tension. When you get to the end of the row, tie a 
slip knot to secure the whole line. Repeat on the other side. 

3. Trellising 
a. For wonderful vines, like sweet peas, love-in-a-puff, and cup and 

saucer vine, use a trellis. There are a couple kinds. I like to use a 
trellis built of hog wire, aka welded wire, but you can use plastic 
netting here, too – it’s the same stuff as horizontal netting, but 
usually at least 6 feet wide. For sweet peas, I make a trellis at least 
8 feet tall – they will climb it if it’s there! 

b. To make a trellis, just pound tall t-stakes into the ground at 8-foot 
intervals. Attach one end of your netting or hog wire to the first set 
of stakes, and then move down the line, stretching the netting or 
wire tight to the next t-stake and securing it with a zip-tie. 

c. With many vines, you’ll need to come back and snug them to the 
trellis using baling twine – do this in the same way you would for 
corralling. 

4. Staking 
a. Sometimes you’ll need to stake individual plants that are unruly or 

just need some extra love & care. Bamboo stakes are great for this, 
or specialty support cages like those for tomatoes can work too, as 
long as they are big enough to fit over the plant without harming 
it.  Those kinds of cages are great for peonies, or if you are 
planning on growing just a few dahlias. You can make your own 
support cages from big hog wire.  

 
Watering & Irrigation 
 
Drip System demo 



Overhead demo – basic sprinkler 
 
Hand-watering with Fogg-it, Water wand. 
 
Most flowers want plenty of water, and that is especially true here in arid 
Colorado. We’ve found that a combination of overhead watering for direct-
seeded beds, plus drip lines underneath landscaping fabric for transplants, 
makes for happy creatures.  
 
One thing to consider with flowers is that they are often 3, 4, or even 5 feet tall, 
so they an impede a regular sprinkler, and overhead water may have a hard time 
reaching the surface to soak in. 
 
Overhead watering can be done with a watering can, a hose nozzle, or with 
sprinklers, and it’s a great way to keep the surface of the soil moist, which is 
important for germination and for new transplant to get established. But what 
you really want to encourage strong plants with strong roots is deep, consistent 
water that soaks down into the soil profile. The best way to get this is from drip 
watering. 
 
The drops soak into the soil, and while it may not look wet on top, the water 
spreads out in a dome-shaped pattern beneath, right at the root zone where 
plants need it. It conserves water because evaporation is reduced, and leaves 
don’t get soaked by overhead water, which reduces the risk of fungal disease. 
 
Most of the time, in Colorado, it’s pretty hard to overwater outdoors, unless 
you’re in the shade or sometimes if you have soil that’s very “clayey”. We water 
at least once a day on our system for about 30 minutes per zone, and when it’s 
especially hot we may do a second watering in the afternoon. We usually start 
the cycle at 2 or 3am so that watering is finished by 6-7 am. That will change for 
you depending on how much of a system you have – I don’t imagine most of 
you would have enough for more that one zone, so you would probably start 
watering at 5am, earliest. 
 
Of course, you can have a system without a timer, too, one that you just plug in 
to your garden hose. In that case, you could turn on the water when you wake 
up in the morning and turn it off when you leave the house, or whatever works. 
 
 



Weeding 
DEMO: Weeding tools, determine if there are beds participants can weed to try 
out the tools. 
 
Weeding flowers is pretty similar to weeding veggies - it just has to be done. 
However, we have one tool at our disposal that home gardeners probably 
wouldn’t use for vegetables, but that work wonders for the flower garden. That 
tool is landscaping fabric. This is a bit advanced, but I’ll show you how we use it 
and you can decide whether or not to add it to your arsenal. 
 
Landscaping fabric is great for two reasons: it holds in moisture while still 
allowing water and air to pass through, and it also smothers weeds – without 
light, they can’t grow, even though the weed seeds may germinate underneath. 
Which is also great because it means you are depleting your weed seed stores 
in the soil. You will still probably have to weed in the holes themselves until the 
plants get big enough to shade out the weeds, but that shouldn’t be a terribly 
long time, if you are using the correct, tight spacing. 
 
Another couple of great tools for flower weeding are the collinear hoe, 
especially this little one for working in between tight rows, and this little hand 
wire-weeder, or the Japanese hand-hoe. All of them are excellent for weeding in 
triangular spacing. 
 
Pinching 
 
DEMO: Pinch dahlias, mums, or other plants that need it. 
 
Pinching is another technique that is unique to growing flowers, as far as I know! 
Pinching is removing the central growing point of a branching plant. This allows 
the plant to put more energy into side-stems, making more of them and making 
them more usable. An example of a plant you really want to pinch is amaranth – 
if you don’t pinch it, you’ll get stems as thick as your wrist and really just one of 
them – no one wants to deal with trying to arrange that 
 
Pinching info for most varieties is listed in your spreadsheet.  
 
Harvesting + Post-Harvest Care 
DEMO: Harvest a flower, maybe a daffodil? 
 



Most of you will not be harvesting your flowers for sale, but you can still benefit 
from harvesting them like you would be selling them. Harvesting at the proper 
time will give you the longest vase life possible, even if you’re just enjoying your 
flowers on the kitchen table.  
 
Stage of harvest for each variety is listed on your spreadsheet, but as a rule of 
thumb you want to harvest the flower before it’s completely open. Sometimes 
that means it’s ¾ open, 2/3 open, or maybe the bud is just cracking open – like 
with poppies. Rarely do you harvest a flower fully open – that usually means it’s 
already been pollinated and will soon begin to fade. If we can catch the flower 
before pollinators get to it, we can prolong its vase life. 
 
Also, harvest only in the early morning or late evening, in the coolest parts of the 
day. 
 
How to Cut 
 
The most important thing when harvesting is to have sparkling clean buckets 
and sparkling clean, super-sharp scissors or snips. Get your buckets or vases 
clean enough to drink from, and wash and sterilize your snips before harvesting. 
Sharpen them well once a week and give them a quick honing every time you 
harvest. Dull blades will smash a stem instead of cutting it, giving bacteria a 
quick place to infect, and dirty buckets will clog stems so they can’t drink. 
 
Whether we are working with cut & come again flowers or single stem one & 
dones, we want to cut a long stem deeply into the plant. Just like pinching, 
harvesting by cutting deeply encourages the plant to branch more, and produce 
more flowers. The more and more deeply you cut, the more flowers your plant 
will produce.  
 
For me, what this means in practice is that I hold the flower by the head, placing 
two fingers under it to support it. Then I reach down and bend over as low as I 
can, and that’s where I cut. At first, this will seem INSANE, but when you see 
how many flowers come right back, you’ll know it’s ok. 
 
Cut the stem quickly and cleanly at a 45° angle. After cutting, strip off all leaves 
and any undeveloped branches that would be below the water line, usually 
about 2/3 of the stem. Or you can strip all the foliage – I like to leave some for 
foliage in the vase. 



 
Post-Harvest 
DEMO: Different post-harvest techniques, flower foods. Blow torch, boiling 
water, shears for splitting branches. 
 
Some flowers need help opening their stems to drink water after they’ve been 
cut. This includes some herbs like basil, mint, oregano, euphorbia, sage, lemon 
balm, and cerinthe, and some picky flowers like poppies, dahlias, and roses. 
 
For these cuts, boiling water works great – you’ll just need a few inches in a pot, 
and you can dip the whole bunch at once, for 10-30 seconds. This will open up 
the stems and widen the passages for water to rise up through the stem. With 
dahlias, you’ll leave them in 1-2 inches of near-boiling water for 30 minutes to an 
hour, and then add more cool water. Roses also benefit from a boiling water 
dip. 
 
Poppies seem to like to be seared, but you could probably get similar results 
from boiling water. We sear the stem with a blow torn, which helps to seal off 
the ends that leak a milky sap. 
 
There are plenty of flower food solutions out there, and it’s not a bad idea to 
buy some and use it to increase color and vase life. Most flower food is made up 
of 3 things – a biocide, sugar, and a water acidifier.  The biocide kills any 
bacteria that can clog stems, the sugar helps supply the flower with energy, and 
the acidifier lets water travel faster, which can prevent wilting. 
 
Here’s a recipe for homemade flower food:  
 
1 teaspoon sugar 
1 teaspoon household bleach 
2 teaspoons lemon or lime juice 
1 quart lukewarm water 
 
Once you’ve arranged your flowers in their clean beautiful vase with clean water 
& flower food, all you’ll need to do is change the water and wash the vase daily 
(or as often as you remember), and recut the stems about 1” each time. This 
treatment should give the arrangement a great vase life of at least 7 days, and 
depending on the varieties, perhaps much longer.  
 



If you are trying to save your flowers for longer, you’ll need to put them in the 
coolest place you can find. We have a cooler, of course, but a cool basement 
could be just the place, or if you have a spare fridge around that you can set to 
36-38°, that would be perfect. 
 
When to Plant 
 
Three important numbers: 
Last Frost 
First Frost 
Days to Maturity – found on seed packets and in your spreadsheet. 
You can find these dates for your area on the CSU Master Gardener’s Site: 
http://cmg.colostate.edu/GardenNotesUpdate.shtml - look for the “Climate 
Summary” section. You can also find these dates on the Farmer’s Almanac site, 
with less detail: https://www.almanac.com/gardening/frostdates/states 
 
This is the big question, and it’s mostly up to you – how much time you have to 
devote to your seedlings and how long you want to be caring for them indoors. 
For example, I start seeds in mid-January to have things ready to go outside by 
mid-March, but this is my full time job. So if you’d rather get started in early 
April, you’ll have a great cutting garden by July, but you’ll miss out on hardy 
annuals that like to grow in cool weather – things like bells of Ireland, godetia, 
bellflower, anemone, ranunculus, stock, larkspur, etc. 
 
So, for annuals there are two basic categories: Hardy and Tender. Hardy annuals 
can be planted outside 6-8 weeks before the last frost, without much protection, 
so you can start them 6-8 weeks before that to have transplants ready. For us, 
this means we are starting seeds in mid-January to set them out in mid-March. 
Tender annuals cannot tolerate frost and you must wait to plant them outside 
until all threat of frost has passed, but you can still start them indoors 6-8 weeks 
before that to ensure you have big happy transplants by the time the weather is 
warm. For us, this means starting our hardy annuals in mid-March to early April 
and getting them ready to plant by mid-May. 
 
I use a basic calculation in an Excel spreadsheet to work out when to start seeds:  
 
Last Frost Date – (days from seeding until transplant is ready to go outside) – 
(days before last frost that transplant can be planted outside) 
 



You can find most of the information about days before last frost to start seeds 
on the seed packets, but many seed packets don’t have information about how 
hardy each variety is, i.e. how early it can be planted outside. As a general rule 
of thumb, if it is a hardy annual, you can plant it outside 6-8 weeks before last 
frost, so you can start it indoors 6-8 weeks before that, depending on how fast it 
grows.  If it’s a tender annual, you can plant it indoors 6-8 weeks before last 
frost, again depending on growth rate. For example, ornamental kale seedlings 
are very fast growing and are usually ready to transplant in just 4 weeks, whereas 
snapdragons take 8 weeks to be ready to transplant, so you need to take that 
into account. Your spreadsheet includes info & calculations for every variety 
listed.  
 
For zinnias, this looks like: 
 
May 15th – 42 days – 0 days = April 3rd 
 
For campanula, or bellflower, it looks like this: 
May 15th – 56 days – 56 days = January 24th  
 
Because I start so many seeds, I usually group what I have to plant by week, so I 
don’t have to actually plant that seed on that very day, but just in that week. 
With my spreadsheet I can then create a calendar of when I need to plant my 
seeds. You can definitely do this with pencil and paper if you are not a 
spreadsheet person, and if you don’t plan to grow a bazillion varieties, like I do. 
 
Then there are special cases, like perennials and bulbs. Perennials can be started 
from seed indoors, and I start them as early as I can. I also start a second round 
of perennials indoors in June or July, so have plants ready to go in the ground in 
the fall. Anemones and ranunculus are planted in early March, after pre-
sprouting. Dahlias go into the field as soon as it’s safe from frost. Tulips are 
planted whenever I have time in the fall, usually after last frost but before the 
ground is too hard to work, mid to late October. 
 
I’m also including a general planting calendar, which includes not only annuals 
from seeds, but bulbs, corms, tubers, and perennials and when you would plant 
them. 
 
Succession Planting 
 



Succession planting is sowing multiple rounds of the same crop, so that you get 
continuous blooms all season, rather than one big flush and no more. This is 
something we do as flower farmers, but it may not be feasible for you in the 
backyard, depending how much space you have. Nevertheless, we can explore 
it.  
 
Candidates for succession planting are usually medium producers or one & 
done – they are plants that you’d cut one to three times and they’d be finished – 
good examples are stock, single-stemmed sunflowers, bupleurum, agrostemma, 
euphorbia, and so on. I plant sunflowers every 14 days to have a consistent 
supply – same with stock. Of course, this means I need to have ground/bed 
space open to put them in once they’re ready, and this is where you may run 
into trouble in the backyard. If you don’t have lots of space, you may not have 
open ground to plant multiple rounds. And that’s ok! 
 
I also use a spreadsheet to figure out when to plant my successions. The formula 
works like this: 
 
First planting + succession interval = next planting 
For sunflowers, this looks like: 
May 1 + 14 = May 15 + 14 = May 29 + 14 =… and so on. I’ll plant sunflowers on 
May 1st, 15th, and 29th and continue into the summer. When to stop? 
Here’s how you figure the last planting date:  
FIRST frost – days to maturity – 21 days = last planting 
For single-stemmed sunflowers: 
October 8th – 60 days – 21 days = July 21st 
If I plant my sunflowers later than July 21st, I may not see blooms before the frost 
gets them. We add the extra 21 days because plants grow more slowly as the 
days and nights get colder later in the summer.  
 
Garden Map 
 
To help you figure out how much room you have to plant and therefore how 
many flowers you should start indoors (or out) it’s nice to have a garden map. I 
confess, it’s hard for me to do this – I just want to go out and plant as much as I 
want of whatever I want, but we are limited on space, alas! 
 
So let’s draw the planting space that we have available, and make a preliminary 
list of what we’d like to plant.   



 
One thing to think about is that, for planning purposes, it’s nice to standardize 
your bed sizes and lengths. That way you know how many plants fit in a space, 
how much landscaping fabric to buy, and so on.  
 
 


